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Change 
    
begins from afar.
  

 

  
It’s like a new form of life.




  
At first, 



  
you can’t understand what it is,




  
nevertheless it’s there. 



  
It is already complete even
though you do not see it.  



It is only when the transformation is finished, 



  
that you can look back and see
where, 



  
in what place and time, 



  
it all started.



You’ll be surprised 



  
to discover that 



  
the metamorphosis had altered you




  
from the beginning, 



  
and only completed you at the
end. 
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“We are going to have an infant…”



        I vividly recall that the night air
was laced with the sweet smell of jasmine flowers. Cestia and I
gazed at each other with the same, confused expression on our
faces. I could tell my Red princess was desperate to gauge my
reaction. The flames of the torches danced inside her eyes. How
could I put into words the explosion of feeling within me? The news
that we were going to be parents was overwhelming, yet glorious and
fulfilling at the same time. There was such a special sweetness in
being able to participate in creation, that I prayed this first
moment of finding out would freeze and hold us together in blissful
eternity.


        “See? I told you that the night was
full of promise!” It was Ewy who ended up speaking for us. The
young Orange sister had made her way back to our campfire. Now she
started to giggle and dance around. “You did a pygma, you did a
pygma!” She gleefully cried. The pygma was a mating ceremony
between Orange and Yellow chromes.


        “Ewy, please,” said Cestia, her
face burning red as the torch flames, “Not every Chrome shares
your… er, unusual Orange customs.”


        Nonplussed, Ewy asked: “Well then,
what are the mating customs of 
your territory?”


        This time, I replied, “In my Black
territory, we… er, we vow to spend our entire lives with
someone… through a wedding.” My eyes turned to Cestia.


        “It was the same in Samaris,”
Cestia confirmed.


        “Oh! Then you need to marry her and
do a wedding!” Ewy crowed, clapping her hands. 


        “Yes,” I agreed, speaking more
softly this time, “but where I come from, before you marry someone,
it is necessary to make a proposal.” As I said this, I kissed
Cestia and a huge grin spread across her lovely face.


        I turned back to Ewy and knelt
close to her, taking the orange pendant that was the symbol of her
sisterhood in my hand. “Don’t you think it’s a bit late for you, my
dear Orange sister, to witness my proposal? It’s time to go to
sleep and chase your dreams, otherwise the night will not turn
promises into reality.” I winked at her, making her understand that
I wanted to be alone with Cestia.


        Ewy, smart infant that she was,
understood. “You’re right, but even Red princesses need to rest, if
they are going to have healthy infants who won’t be cranky.” She
returned my wink and scampered off to one of the many tents my
harlequin rebel troops had pitched after our victorious battle. We
were battle-weary but celebratory, for it had taken a collaboration
of many different chromes to bring our collective dream to
fruition: freedom and equality for chromes of every color.


        Cestia moved closer and took my
hand. “I wanted to be sure before I told you; I would have liked to
let you know in another way, but-” Before she could finish, I
embraced her and sealed her lips with a longer kiss. I was
intoxicated by her perfume and held her until she reluctantly
pulled away from me so she could place her hands on my cheeks. 


        “You know, I think my father would
not be pleased with me. I am a princess without a kingdom. I love a
chrome of a territory other than mine and now … I will be the
mother of a… non-chrome…”


        “Cestia, you will be the best
mother to one of the first truly free chromes. Chtomio… or rather
Quadrio… could not be more proud of you!” I knelt down and said:
“Marry me, Cestia. Make me the luckiest creature in the
territories!”


        “Asheva… I cannot marry you,
now!” she replied, downcast. 


        I immediately stood up, stunned.
“Why not?”


        She kissed me sweetly and said, “I
love you, Asheva and want to marry you, but not now, not like this.
Not while we’re still at war. To unite ourselves at this moment in
time feels like just another way to escape from something bad and
I… I will not run away anymore. I want to marry you, my love, in
a free land, not one that is still divided. I want our infant to
grow in a place of prosperity, not famine. The Red ritual of 
sponsali, or marriage as
you Blacks call it, was… is important for a Red too; it is a choice
that will last over time and that no one can dissolve. I want to
honor it by fighting for it. This way, I feel that my father would
be proud of me…” She looked pensive. I knew she was thinking of
the Blacks and how to defeat Nomius the Eldest, the one that had
ordered the murder of Quadrio.


        “Maybe you’re right. Maybe it’s
still not the right time,” I said. I told her about my conversation
with Andahar and of my resolution to return to the Black
territories. Andahar, my childhood friend-turned-enemy, had come to
me in secret after our last great battle in the Blue territory.
Perhaps battle was not the correct term for the cold blooded
slaughter we had endured. The Blacks had manipulated the Blues into
setting us up with threats and false promises. They lured us into
their great city of Ayas on the false pretext of a rescue mission.
They then trapped us in a long alley.


        There, in the shadow of the Blue
pyramid, practically all of my multi-chromed army had been
massacred. The Blacks were waiting on the high walls that
surrounded us and they shot their arrows, killing us like fish in a
barrel. It took everything we had to turn the tide, rout our
enemies and escape. Cestia and I lost many close friends, but my
harlequin renegades won the support of the chastened Blues – the
last territory to fall in line.


        Later, Andahar had risked his life,
sneaking into our camp like a starving wolf, right in the middle of
the night. Our reunion had been bitter, for we had fought against
each other, not only in this battle, but another in the Orange and
Yellow territories; where he almost succeeded in killing me in hand
to hand combat. 


        Still, for old time’s sake and an
overwhelming sense of curiosity, I spared him and heard him out.
What he had to say changed my entire view about the future of my
former Black Nation. It seemed the Blacks had suffered too under
the iron hand of their ruling eldest, Nomius. He had stretched my
chrome-kin thin in his bid to conquer the territories – starving
Black citizens at home and forcing his soldiers to fight and march
until most of them died.


        Andahar had come around to my way
of seeing things while he witnessed the brutality meted out coldly
by Nomius, in the very land he had defended for so long. Now, he
was ready to rebel and he sought my help – the help of a feared
Harlequin. He was desperate and humble. My heart broke at the sight
of him and I could not refuse. But I was determined not risk my
army without secretly returning to the Black territory, on my own.
I needed to assess the true state of things, first hand, so I could
make an informed decision.


        Cestia listened without saying
anything, until I finished.


        “If things are truly as bleak as
this Andahar says, then why don’t you convince all the other
chromes to come with you and give the Blacks the final push?”


        “You have seen how the others have
reacted so far to the thought of attacking Axyum. This is no longer
their war, Cestia. All the allied nations have suffered enormous
losses, just like the Black, and they’re tired.”


        “But if you go alone, Asheva, you
will never come back alive. Do you understand this?” She said. Her
eyes filled with tears.


        I kissed her. “You were the one who
predicted it would happen. You said that sooner or later we all go
home. And you were right. Just like you, I don’t want an easy way
out, either. I owe it to the young Asheva that grew up there: he
had no faults and was dragged into this mess because others decided
his fate for him. I cannot run away from my past. Indeed, I do not
want to, anymore. I owe this, not just to myself, but to Chtomio
and my… son.” 


        She pondered my words and then she
nodded in reluctant agreement.


        “It’s late. We should rest.
Tomorrow morning we’ll think of a plan. I won’t let you face the
Blacks alone!” She replied. “We started this war together and
together we will end it!” 


        I’d always admired her courage. I
told her, “I couldn’t be with anyone else but you! We shall do as
you say,” Then I kissed her, again, before reluctantly leaving her
in the Oranges’ tent. “You will be in better company with the
Orange sisters than me tonight,” I said, “I’ve got so much to think
about, I’d only keep you awake with my pacing.”


        But when I’d walked back to my
tent, I had already decided: I would leave that night. I had to
find out if Andahar would actually deliver on what he had promised,
and I had to face him alone. So I had lied to Cestia. I consoled
myself that it was a lie born of love. She would understand…
eventually.
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I had little time to organize myself. Doubts concerning the
journey on which I was about to embark whooshed through my mind
with the speed of arrows. I also thought of the infant Cestia
carried in her womb. I had agreed to help Andahar before knowing
about my son, but now that I knew, I was even more motivated to go
back to Axyum. What son would respect a fugitive father? A son; I
smiled at the thought. Part of me still couldn’t believe it. What
would he be like? And what if he was a she? What would a daughter
be like? One thing I knew for sure was that I did not want him or
her to grow up without me and that thought alone gave me strength.
Yes, I would go to Axyum and finish what I started. And there, I
would also rejoin my mother. I had prayed to the gods — so
strongly — hoping with all my heart that she would still be alive.




        My head was spinning, I was tired,
but I could not sleep. I decided that I would leave Cestia half of
a mask, carved by me. It was something that couples did in Axyum.
They exchanged a simple token of their love for each other, called 
sortes. When the two of us
met again, we would join both our sortes and our fate. And no one
would be able to break either one.


        I left my tent to cut a piece of
bark from an oak tree. While I was busy carving it, I almost jumped
when a voice spoke behind me.


        “Mm… looks like I’m not the only
one who can’t sleep tonight.” It was Danayd, standing a few feet
behind me.


        “What are you doing here?” I asked
surprised more by the fact that I didn’t hear him coming. How long
had he been there watching me?


        “I never sleep, fully, either,” he
said continuing his conversation as if he hadn’t heard my
question.


        “What happened to your hair?” I
asked him. Even in the dark, I could see that it was no longer long
and silvery but short and dark.


        “Oh, you noticed; it’s a Violet
rite that helps one resist aging,” he said shrugging his shoulders.
I remembered the Violets’ obsession with beauty, although their
standards were quite different from the other Chromes’. Danayd
lowered his voice and added: “You’re about to leave then… for
Axyum.”


        “How… did you know?” I asked,
astonished.


        “Knowledge is my trade; you should
know that by now.”


        “Yes, I should,” I replied. “But
somehow you always surprise me.”


        “Believe me, I could surprise you
in many other ways,” he added, while twirling his cloak. He came
closer and said: “I suppose telling you that you will die, if you
go, is useless. You would still go.” He had his mask very close to
my face, and his dark, piercing eyes stared into my eyes. 


        “I have to,” I replied, backing
off. “Axyum is my home and I need to face the Blacks once and for
all.”


        “That’s what I imagined. You are
indeed stubborn, my young Harlequin friend.”


        He retreated in the direction of my
tent and knelt to pick something up: “That is why I came over. To
bring you this.”


        He gently walked toward me, holding
a cup.


        “Normally this brew would only be
for Violets,” he said, “but I thought that, in your case, an
exception could be made. Drink. It will give you much-needed
strength for your journey.”


        “But…”


        “No buts. The journey is long and
you’ll need to be at your best.” He pointed at the ground. “Come,
let us sit together one last time before you leave.”


        Danayd was interfering with my
plans, but I didn’t want to offend him. Perhaps his herbal brew
could win over the fatigue I was beginning to feel. I took a sip
and it tasted good, a mix of mountain herbs and honey. I eagerly
downed more.


        In that moment, I remembered how
different my first meeting with Danayd — known by the Violets as
the Magnificent Monarch — had been. Our little band entered the
Violet territory with the intent of gaining allies and troops for
our rebel harlequin army. Cestia and I were taken to his high tower
and escorted to dinner on a balcony hundreds of feet off the
ground, by his lover, Thalassino. 


        At first, Danayd had struck me as a
remote, imposing Chrome, reluctant to join our cause. My pleas for
his help had all been in vain and dinner ended with Cestia being
pushed off the balcony! I was horrified to see that she was held
back from death by Thalassino, who gripped her hand but continued
to let her dangle over the abyss. Danayd asked me if I was willing
to sacrifice Cestia in order to get him to join our cause. 


        Of course, I said no, at which
point Cestia wiggled out of Thalassino’s grasp. I barreled into
Danayd, blinded by rage, and both of us flew over the edge. We
landed by Cestia’s side in an invisible net. It turned out the
entire event had been staged by Danayd to prove a point: in war,
you must be willing to sacrifice 
anything to achieve
victory. How else could a Monarch entrust the fate of his entire
army to someone who would do less? How I burned with fury at him.
The thought that I could have lost Cestia ripped me apart. Later,
out of her sight, I wept. Not just at the thought of losing her,
but because Danayd had posed a brutal question that really gave me
something to think about, especially when I later lost two of my
closest friends in the war…


        Since then, Danayd and I had
established a cautionary friendship, because he often confounded me
with his strange way of using shrewd and cold means to achieve
compassionate ends.


        “Tell me, what do you remember
about Axyum?” he asked as I drained the last of my cup.


        “Mm, let’ see…the smell of charcoal
coming from the chimneys, the narrow alleys made of cobblestones,
the Seminary… It’s as if I had left it yesterday.” I said. “You
would never call us an exuberant folk, but we expressed deep ties
of affection with our quiet ways and devotion to tradition.”


        “And the elders? What about
them?”


        “Ah, the elders… That crooked
bunch. They live in their palace, feasting on the common Chromes’
miseries…” I yawned, but I kept on talking. 


        “And your friend, Andahar, what is
he like?”


        “Andahar…” I repeated. “Andahar
is… Andahar was a close friend. He used to be full of humor. Then,
he became hard. Bitter. I don’t blame him. He’s… wait! How do you
know his name?” I felt my head spin. Had Danayd spied on me? 


        Danayd pretended he hadn’t heard my
question. Instead, he said: “I know very well what you are saying.
Once, I had a childhood friend too. We were like brothers…”


        I wanted to ask, again, how he knew
about Andahar, but I couldn’t. My tongue felt thick and furry, like
moss. I continued to babble about Axyum as if it was the only thing
I could do, even though I was growing ever more tired. But the more
I wanted to sleep, the more my mouth wanted to speak. 


        “I don’t think your tisane is
having any effect on me…” I managed to say, in between the names
and places that peppered my woozy commentary on the Black Nation.
“I feel drowsy.”


        “Oh, I’d say it’s working quite
well,” Danayd replied. He got up and removed the cup from my hands.
It was only then, I realized, that I had been holding it tightly
all this time as if I was paralyzed and it was my only
lifeline.


        “What… are… you doing…?” The
words came very slowly out of my mouth. I tried to get up but my
head did not control my body anymore. I couldn’t even focus on
Danayd. 


        The last thing I saw was Danayd
move slowly away from me. Slim and ghostly, he faded into the
darkness of the night.


         




        –––-


         




        “Asheva is waking up, come!”


        I opened my eyes. Thalassino and
Cestia stood above me; deeply concerned. I tried to get up, but my
forehead throbbed as if a thousand horses had galloped over it.



        “What happened?” I asked, rubbing
my temples.


        “I’d like to know, too. We found
you here, lying on the ground,” said Cestia. 


        I recalled the events of the night
before. “Danayd gave me something to drink last night and-”


        I suddenly realized that the sun
was high up. “Andahar! There’s no way I’m going to be able to reach
him by tomorrow!”


        “Oh pity that,” said Cestia, her
voice not exactly disappointed by the fact that I would not make it
in time for my rendezvous.


        “Danayd did this to me! He drugged
me!” I said, trying to make sense of what happened.


        “That’s absurd!” said Cestia. “Why
would he do such a thing?”


        “I don’t know,” I told her. Then I
looked at Thalassino. “Where is he now? In his wagon?”


        I was furious. Even with my head
spinning, I would drag the leader of the Violets out into the open.
Then he would have some serious explaining to do. 


        I got up, but Thalassino stopped
me: “Calm down, Asheva, you won’t find Danayd there. As a matter of
fact, you won’t find him at all.” Thalassino was not as tall as
Danayd, but he was far more muscular. I expected him to apply some
pressure but that wasn’t the case. He let me go, almost as soon as
he touched me.


        “What do you mean?”


        Thalassino did not respond.
Instead, he lowered his head.


        “Where is he, Thalassino? Answer
me!”


        “He left, Asheva,” he replied.


        Thalassino walked over to a large
oak tree and placed his hand on its trunk. “He did this for us. He
did this… for you.”


        “He did 
what for me?”


        “He went to meet your Black
friend… disguised as you.” I detected a tone of anger in his
words; directed toward me.


        “He did what? But there’s no way
that… ” I bit my lip; suddenly it all made sense. The short dark
hair he was sporting last night… it was not a Violet style. The
somber mask he wore… and the tisane… and my endless nattering
about Axyum. Our friendly drink had all been planned by Danayd to
impersonate me. We were not too different in height and build. He
was an expert mimic and a mask would accomplish the rest. Andahar,
who had spoken with no one else, would never expect an imposter.
Still…


        “Andahar and I grew up with each
other. We were very close. Danayd knows next to nothing about me!”
I told him. “Besides, I no longer wear masks. Andahar knows this
and surely will find out.”


        Thalassino spoke softly: “Danayd
has studied you. He knows more than you think. And he knows very
well how to impersonate others, believe me. All he needs is to get
close to your friend. After that, he will not have to continue with
his charade.”


        “What do you mean?” Cestia asked.
“I do not understand. Why would he do such a thing?”


        “Danayd saw this as a perfect
opportunity to get into Axyum. He is not concerned about getting
out.”


        The expression on my face must have
been one of bewilderment and confusion for Thalassino shook his
head. Then he said something I would never, in a thousand years,
have imagined.


        “Danayd is a Harlequin. A 
real Harlequin.”


        “What are you ranting about, Violet
chrome?” Cestia exclaimed.


        “It’s true!” he said, “He can
change colors. He 
has changed colors.”


        I did not have any reason not to
believe Thalassino, but then again, I had experienced while
traveling on my own, the power of superstitions and false beliefs
about Harlequins that held sway in the territories. By now I had my
doubts about the existence of real Harlequins — although another
chrome I respected, Chtomio, had told me otherwise.


        The issue was complex for a lot of
chromes, who refused to entertain the idea that their birth color
was false. Yet Chtomio had proven this to me using his scopium, a
spyglass-like device that was supposed to display the colored aura
surrounding a chrome born of each nation: Red, Black, Blue, Violet,
Yellow, Orange and Green. Chromes revered these ancient devices,
seeing only the unerring, visual proof they offered of their
individual ancestry. I was just as shocked when Chtomio was able to
alter the device to turn my aura into any color he desired. He said
he could do so because all auras were false. The color was a mere
projection of the machine. It took me awhile to accept this, even
with the bald facts laid before me. Rejecting my color meant
jettisoning a vital part of my core being – but it also meant I was
no longer a prisoner of my chrome. Our colors had never allowed us
to inter-marry and even friendship between different members of
chrome nations was frowned upon. Few would ever consider living in
another territory. 


        Yes, tradition was all. But it led
to the most narrow and constricting of lives. Nobody knew this
better than me. In the Black territory, we prided ourselves on our
ability to subvert our individual needs for the good of our
society. From infancy on, we were molded into a commodity: useful,
efficient, obedient - never rebellious, never asserting ourselves
above our designated professions, never declaring our own needs –
subservience was rewarded, and deviation punished. 


        The more pious and efficient a
Black you were, the more respectable, and honored you became in the
eyes of others. The most rigorous among us were promoted to the
status of elders, no matter what their age, to guide the rest and
ensure that our rigid values and traditions were maintained. Woe to
the chrome who wouldn’t or couldn’t fit in. Exile, shunning,
depression and suicide seemed to be their lot.


        As a young chrome, way down deep
where the only freedom I could find was inside my own head, I used
to compare us to the shiny black ants I saw laboring in the fields.
These creatures kept their heads down and worked in tireless
unison. They made a safe, collective home but they were oblivious
to all the wonderful things life had to offer. What was the point?
They did not truly live, I felt; they merely existed. But now, I
could choose my own fate! The sense of freedom this revelation had
stirred inside me helped me greatly in getting over my shock.


        My being and the evil intentions of
the Black Nation did not go together. If the elders wanted us to
serve without question, that to me, meant being a slave. I resented
seeing those I loved being used by those in power. It cost my
father, a loyal soldier, his life, and my mother almost her virtue.
For me, it had cost me my nature when it tried to squash who I was
supposed to be. Now all I wanted was to give others the freedom I
had found for myself.


        When I became the Red Harlequin, I
discovered that true rebels do not simply reject rules or what
others say, just for the sake of being different. They believe in a
particular cause, and can articulate it with conviction. There is
wonderful method to the rebel’s apparent madness.


        “I don’t understand.” Cestia said,
interrupting my thoughts and bringing me back to the present. “How
can Danayd change what isn’t there?”


        “He is a chromatic chameleon, I
tell you.” Thalassino insisted. “The Magnificent is capable… of
anything.”


        I could see that Thalassino’s claim
was based in reverence and true love. His feelings, looking at
Cestia, I understood. But in reality, Danayd had gone on a suicide
mission. Even if he was able to convince Andahar to take him inside
the territory of the Blacks, he would no doubt be stopped by Nomius
well before he got near enough to assassinate him. That Elder was
too canny and paranoid to ever let anyone he had accused of being a
Harlequin, draw near.


        “So perhaps Chtomio was right after
all,” I said, to boost Thalassino’s spirits more than anything
else. “Real Harlequins exist.”


        “Chtomio? Oh, I have not heard that
name in a long time…” Thalassino said, surprising us even
more.


        “You knew him? You knew my father?”
Asked Cestia, even more surprised.


        Thalassino nodded, “We both knew
Chtomio well, Danayd and I. From happier days, when we were
younger.”


        “But how could that be? Danayd is a
Violet and my father was a Red. And Chtomio was his name before he
became King Quadrio, of the Reds!”


        “Yes, I know all about that, too.
It’s a long story,” replied Thalassino. “Something Danayd himself
should have told you, but now that he’s gone… and I do not know
if he’ll ever make it back—” His voice broke. 


        “He can’t be that far.” I said, “If
we move quickly, we may be able to catch him before he meets up
with Andahar tomorrow on the Cancerian road.”


        “No!” Thalassino cried. “Danayd’s
orders were clear. You are to stay here among our chromes friends.
If you go, Danayd will have sacrificed himself in vain.”


        “What exactly was his plan?” I
asked.


        “He would not tell me. All I know
is that he’s after Nomius.”


        “All the more the reason to go
after him,” I told him and without waiting for a reply, headed
towards my horse.


        “I’m coming with you!” added
Cestia.


        “But the infant you carry…”


        “The infant will have to get used
to his mother and father’s ways,” she replied smiling.


        I nodded and smiled back. Perhaps
we were reckless. And perhaps we would not live to see another day,
but in that moment, Cestia and I felt invincible. 


        Thalassino, no doubt, saw the
determination in our eyes because he said: “Then so be it. I shall
come with you. For once, I’ll disobey my monarch.”


        The three of us mounted our horses
and sped off in the direction of the Black territory. As for our
friends and allies, we decided to say nothing to them, since they
would only try to stop us. Cestia hastily scratched out a missive
for Ewy to read to all the other leaders, explaining our
actions.


         




        –––


         




        As we made our way across the great
plains of the Blue territory, I could not help but think back to
the first time I had traveled this way. A lot had changed since
then. Now, I felt I was no longer a stranger here; I knew these
lands. They belonged to me, just like they belonged to all Chromes.
Now that I thought about it, perhaps the only place where I
actually felt like a stranger was Axyum itself – the city that was
supposed to be my home.


        I gazed back at Ayas, the fabulous,
wealthy city of the Blue. Gone was the shining Blue pyramid that
had been the pride of that place for generations. We had taken it
down and replaced it with a multicolored sphere that favored no
territory, but honored them all. It also served as a memorial to
the battle we had barely won. Many loved ones, including my dear
friends Daerek and Shaina, were buried underneath, resting in one
another’s arms.


        I glanced at Cestia and I could
tell she was thinking about them, too. Without a word, we both
urged our horses off the road and further into the endless sea of
wheat. Thalassino followed us without question. No doubt, he was
preoccupied by his own thoughts, too.


        The sun was warm on our backs,
while a brisk wind whipped our faces and the ripe wheat around us.
We rode through what seemed a sea of gold as far as the eyes could
see, with a cloudless blue dome of southern sky arched above our
heads. 


        We had galloped tirelessly through
the plains and I could sense the horses’ fatigue as well as ours
but we couldn’t stop. Not if we wanted to catch up with Danayd. The
best we could do is have the horses walk for a while allowing them
some rest.


        With the slower pace, we made room
again for conversation.


        “I still don’t understand how
Danayd and my father could have known each other when they were
young,” Cestia said. “Given how suspicious and condescending we all
are toward other colors.”


        “There’s only one way to find out,”
I told her. Turning to Thalassino, I asked: “Are you going to tell
us or not?”


        “It’s a long story,” he sighed.


        Cestia regarded him with a
stubborn, set expression that I was all too familiar with, “It’s my
father you’re talking about, not just Danayd. I deserve to
know.”


        The Violet chrome looked at her and
sighed. “Very well. I will tell you about Danayd and your father.
But in order to tell you about them, I have to tell you about
Sybilla, the Orange Seer, first.”


      


    


  




  

    

      

        
                        40. The Seer
                    


        
                        
                    


      


      

        
  
Sybilla’s last glimpse of Crodya faded behind her, in the
distance. She was part of a group of sisters that resolutely
proceeded away from the ancient Orange city, in a single row,
walking on top of a sandstone plateau. The sound of their spears
tapping the ground in a unified cadence, gave her a sense of
urgency.



        She was excited and nervous at the
same time. And scared. And happy. This was it, she thought, there
was no turning back. Soon, she would be free to do as she pleased.
The path to the temple was a long one by foot, but it was nothing
compared to the path she had undertaken when she had only been
seven solstices old. It was then, she decided, that she would
become someone very different from the rest of the Orange Chromes.



        “Is everything all right, Sybilla?”
asked Arunthia. She was the oldest sister in charge of leading the
group. “Do you want to rest?”


        “No, thank you, I’m quite well…”
she replied.


        “I know the path is tiring,
nevertheless you will only do this once. Think about us, for we
will need to walk this path to honor you at every full moon.”


        She nodded and thought that the
other Sisters had indeed been very kind to her throughout their
journey. She was genuinely grateful for their love and silent,
caring ways. She would miss them. But she was even more excited by
the notion of her newly found freedom.


        Sybilla’s dark brown eyes soaked up
the view. All around her, the spectacle of nature was incredible:
the rusty plateau competed with the azure sky in a race to see who
reached the horizon first. She felt the warm rays of the sun on her
arms and on her legs, while a delicate breeze caressed her
honey-colored hair. She had never been this alive before! She
thought that, yes, this simple joy was exactly what she deserved.
She had recently been through so much and the goddesses knew it.
This was a sign that truly designed a favorable future for her as
their reward for her suffering. But Sybilla only allowed herself to
feel this way for a moment. Reason kicked in and she remembered
that the outcome of her fate depended on her and her alone. 


        Sybilla resisted the urge to throw
away her delicate, copper mask so she could feel the sun and wind
on her face. It wouldn’t do for her sister guides to see how happy
she was. This was supposed to be a solemn occasion, full of
contemplation regarding the tangible world she was leaving behind
and the spirit world that she would inhabit until the end of her
days.


        The sisters continued marching,
apparently unconcerned with the heat and fatigue. From time to
time, they stopped to fulfill another in the long list of
traditional actions that made up… the Rite. All the sisters
accompanying Sybilla would cut a lock of their hair to hang from
the wooden spear each carried. Then they would leave the spears
along the path as a symbol of their unity with their new Seer, and
as a final farewell to her.


        Delphica was first. She was one of
the younger sisters. Sybilla heard her sigh behind her mask and she
did her best to comfort her friend. “Your hair will grow back, you
know.” She said.


        “It’s not about my hair,” said
Delphica, cutting the hank of her long, golden brown ponytail with
her knife. “It’s about you…”


        Sybilla nodded. “Though our hearts
may be apart, our souls will never part.” She intoned. She noted,
with secret pleasure, how Delphica’s eyes widened; her friend was
definitely impressed by her lofty turn of phrase.


        The sisters finally reached a
sacred spot on the plateau, upon which a tiny set of stairs had
been carved, winding down into a narrow gorge nestled between other
cliffs.


        Arunthia motioned with her hand for
the line to stop. She said: “Sisters, our journey has come to an
end. Let us eat one last meal with Sybilla and then each of you
will give her your final farewell.” Sybilla listened to the words
of her sister knowing that she would no longer be known as Sybilla,
an Orange chrome, but as the Seer.


        Four older sisters prepared food
while four younger sisters began to dress Sybilla for her new life.
They carefully draped a white mantle on her shoulders and then
replaced her simple copper mask with a richer, gem encrusted,
filigreed version that glittered in the sun like no other mask
Sybilla had ever seen.


        “It is made of spessartine,”
explained Delphica, “It shines like a thousand points of
light.”


        Sybilla admired it before putting
it on. She traced the delicate workmanship with her fingertips
until she reached the large blue sapphire set in the middle of the
mask’s forehead.


        “That is to symbolize your third
eye,” Delphica added, “for you can see what we others cannot — the
future.”


        Sybilla nervously adjusted the new
mask on her face. Now that she had reached this point, the full
weight of her undertaking began to bear down upon her. She wondered
if she would be able to swallow any of the delicious treats the
Sisters were preparing for her. 


        All the other Sisters stopped what
they were doing and bowed in sign of respect. “Oh, how beautiful
you are,” exclaimed Cumana.


        “You are more luminous than the sun
itself,” agreed Delphica. “Come and sit here next to me, so I can
put the oil in your hair.” Another step in the Rite. Sybilla
nodded. 


        Young sister, Helespontina, took a
flute from her sack and, placing it close to her mask’s mouth hole,
played a nimble melody Sybilla had heard many times before. Still,
this particular tune moved her. A few tears rolled down her cheeks,
but no one saw them fall since they were hidden behind her new
mask. She would have to learn to deal with her emotions alone too,
she thought.


        Delphica gently brushed Sybilla’s
long hair, mumbling a chant. Suddenly, she stopped and whispered:
“I promise that I will worship you every day, My Seer, and that I
will always come to visit you. Always!”


        Sybilla smiled inside her new mask.
She knew that was impossible. The other sisters in Crodya would not
let Delphica come to the temple alone; at least not right away,
given her young age, but she nodded and hugged her just the same.
Of all the sisters, Delphica was the one she would miss the
most.


        At dusk, the nine female chromes
removed their masks and ate together, laughing and chatting as they
recalled Sybilla’s training days as a novice sister.


        “Do you remember when Sybilla
touched the viper?” said Helespontina to Cumana, with a hearty
chuckle. 


        “Yes, I do!” replied Cumana. “Oh,
it was awful, with that tongue… Ooh… And Sybilla caressed it too!”
she added with disgust. The other Sisters giggled. 


        Sybilla vividly recalled her first
lesson in divination, given to her when she was only four solstices
old. She had always been interested in many things and when one of
the older sisters had entered their communal room with a viper in
her hands, Sybilla had been the only one who dared to go near the
snake. She walked boldly up to the serpent and touched it, while
the other little sisters cried. She loved the feel of its cool,
smooth scales under her fingers — their uniform size and bright
orange and yellow markings — for she had never feared animals.
They were creatures created by the goddesses, just as they had
created chromes. 


        Just then, Arunthia called everyone
to order.


        “Come, our Seer. It is time.” She
placed a pendant around Sybilla’s neck and intoned: “This is the
Raw Carnelian Pendant. It was worn by Liunilla, before you and it
will be worn by the new Seer, after you.” Sybilla looked down at
the polished, orange-red stone, and she felt a tremendous swell of
pride fill her heart. It was said that the jewel’s surface had been
worn smooth by the touch of a thousand seers.


        She thanked Arunthia and put her
new spessartine mask on once more. Then Arunthia cried out:
“Sisters, we conclude the Rite!”


        The other sisters donned their
masks, too. They formed a circle around Sybilla and they raised
their hands to the sky. Then they bowed, touching their foreheads
to the earth to honor the goddesses.


        Sybilla, who had practiced her
particular part of the Rite in Crodya, approached each one of her
guides. She touched their masked foreheads, whispering, “Goodbye,
my sister.” Then she offered up a small prediction for each.
Sybilla remembered what each female had longed for, thanks to
whispered secrets which many had forgotten during their youth, but
never her. Now she tried to lace her predictions with good news for
them all.


        “Goodbye, Seer. May the sacred
triad guide you and protect you,” they answered. One at a time,
they began to retreat from the circle, moving back toward the path
that would return them to Crodya. All, that is, except one sister,
who remained standing where Sybilla had touched her. Sybilla
hesitated for a moment before touching Delphica’s mask, again.
“Goodbye my sister,” she finally managed to say.


        Delphica did not answer her.


        “Goodbye my sister…” she said for
the third time.


        Delphica remained in her place.
Contrary to the ceremony, Sybilla gave her one warm, final hug and
murmured: “Go now! You shall not be forgotten.”


        Delphica hugged her, as tight as
she could, before running and sobbing to catch up with the rest of
the sisters.
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The captain of the Red guards mustered all the young nobles
before the city gates. The early morning air was crisp and the
cadets tried to move around to keep warm without being
noticed.



        The captain looked at them and
thought: another season and another group of greenhorn nobles about
to take on the Territory. He had seen a lot of these Ashis break
quite easily. They were the elite of Samaris, of course, the noble
caste of the Red Kingdom, but they were certainly not soldiers —
not like him. The captain was a member of the Sayi caste. He had
been trained for battle since his birth. Moreover, he was aware
this would be his hardest command yet, for the King’s son was
amongst this group. The captain would be forced to use tact and
diplomacy, something he felt he was ill trained for, himself.


        Indeed, the subject of the
captain’s concern — the king’s son, Chtomio, was also observing
his commanding officer under hooded eyes, even as he shook the
coldness brought by the gusty wind from his muscled limbs. The
captain was tall and robust. His figure instilled both fear and
respect in his troops. And that was before looking at his
skull-shaped gray mask. The silver armor and a blood-red colored
mantle did the rest.


        The captain shouted something that
Chtomio didn’t catch, for the waves of the sea crashing against the
walls of the city obliterated all other sounds. The only voice
Chtomio heard clearly was the whisper of his friend, Keiran, who
continued to make silly jests at the captain’s expense. Soon,
Chtomio found it almost impossible to keep from laughing out loud.



        The captain noticed the pair and he
strode over to Chtomio. “Am I brightening your precious day, Your
Highness?” He shouted in Chtomio’s ear. Chtomio noted the sarcastic
tone that marked the Captain’s utterance of Your Highness.


        “No, captain, never!” Chtomio was
quick to respond.


        This seemed to appease the captain.
He signaled for his troops to crowd around him. “All right, noble
Ashis, the time has come for you to prove your valor,” he said.


        The captain treated all of them to
a hard, long, uncomfortable stare that set the young warriors
fidgeting. “Today will be a long one.” He intoned. “And we shall
start it with… the mark. You have all been marked at birth for your
noble descendance. Today’s mark will strengthen your devotion to
Adio and Adia and to the Red Kingdom.”


        “Why do we have to perform this
rite on the beach?” muttered one of the cadets. “I feel like a
lowly Janis.”


        “Because our families don’t relish
the smell of burning flesh in their nostrils,” Chtomio returned.



        “Chtomio!” the captain barked, “you
will be first. It is only fair that the heir to the throne sets an
example.” Chtomio did not miss the barbed tone behind his
commander’s order. He also heard someone snicker behind his back.
He didn’t need to turn around to recognize that it came from Oris;
a backstabbing, fellow cadet he would have gladly thrown into the
sea.


        Chtomio obeyed his captain and
walked over to the blacksmith. This smith, appointed by the royal
court, wore a heavy iron mask that cloaked his expression. Still,
Chtomio couldn’t miss how eagerly he grabbed a red-hot branding
iron from his portable forge. 


        “Please take your mantle off, Your
Highness,” he said with deference.


        Chtomio unfastened his cloak. It
fell to the ground, exposing his wide chest. Two Parabathai
warriors held Chtomio, while a third placed a leather gag in his
mouth for him to chew on, in anticipation of the pain.


        The blacksmith continued to gaze at
his sizzling brand, which was shaped in an ‘A’ for ‘Ashi’, the
noble caste to which Chtomio belonged. This ‘A’ was bigger than the
smaller one given at birth with ink but just like the previous one,
would be marked indelibly on his body for the rest of his days.


        The blacksmith swiftly pressed the
brand to his left shoulder. The acrid smell of his own burned flesh
assaulted him. Then, the pain set in. It was as if a volcano
erupted inside his arm and spewed molten lava all over his body. He
let out a muffled scream and almost fell down. The two warriors
holding him up let go and splashed ice water over his shoulder.
Then they backed away. Chtomio knelt on the ground, writhing in
agony. Control yourself, he thought. You are the king’s son. He
made himself rise slowly, grabbed his mantle and returned to where
his companions stood. When I’ll be king, this barbaric custom for
male Ashis will be removed, he noted to himself.


        “Female chromes bear the pain of
marking better than you, Chtomio; you are weak!” snorted the
captain. Of course, everyone knew quite well that female Ashis had
their adult brands painted on them with the same indelible octopus
ink used for infants rather than endure a caste symbol burning.



        “Your wife wasn’t of the same
opinion last night, captain,” Chtomio wanted to rebut. Instead, he
kept quiet, although his eyes sparked with rage like twin scorching
flames. Speaking of burning, his flesh was still bubbling and he
felt like an overcooked boar. He moved closer to Keiran and
whispered: “How does it look? I can’t see it all the way back
there.”


        Keiran was about to speak when the
captain called his name. He walked slowly toward the blacksmith and
then looked at the captain. He was tall – Keiran – the tallest of
the cadets, but his awkward slender body, too thin for his height,
and his long, blonde hair made him stand out from the other Red
chromes in a sorry way. Chtomio, however, liked that Keiran wasn’t
like everyone else, in looks or temperament. That’s why they were
friends. They were both oddities in a kingdom that worshipped
conformity as a valued trait in their ancient aristocracy. 


        The two young chromes spent much of
their time together, discussing how the iron-fisted rules that
governed their kingdom could be changed. Too many injustices were
perpetrated by the Nobles, they felt. Both Chtomio and Keiran had
seen just how far those in power would go to push their barbarous
limits and they were sick of it.


        The Parabathai warriors got ready
to restrain Keiran, but the tall cadet shrugged them off with a
theatrical gesture. “I don’t need you,” he said confidently, “Nor
do my teeth need something to chew on, for I am not a horse. Just
get on with it.” He threw back his cloak and uncovered his
shoulder.


        “As you wish, noble Ashi,” snorted
the blacksmith in a sadistic tone. He turned and grabbed the
branding iron with the same vigor he’d reserved for Chtomio and
swiftly marked Keiran’s shoulder. Keiran did not move or utter a
sound. Once branded, he sauntered away from the blacksmith back to
the group, affecting to have not a care in the world.


        Chtomio beat his fist on his chest
as a sign of respect for his friend. This action was immediately
taken up by the other cadets. Keiran was like that, he thought. His
deeds always spoke louder than his words. 


        “You have shown courage, Keiran.”
confirmed the Captain. “But save some for tonight — because you
shall need it.” He looked at the other cadets and repeated: “You
shall all need it.” Then the captain returned his attention to the
blacksmith, clearly enjoying the continued marking rite of each
Ashi.


        “You surprise me every time,
Keiran,” whispered Chtomio.


        “You should know me better than
that by now, Your Highness,” replied Keiran, grinning. He also
lowered his voice: “I had an anecdote against the pain.”


        Chtomio’s eyes widened behind his
mask. “Who gave it to you?”


        “I can’t say,” answered Keiran.


        “Bastard. Why didn’t you give me
some?” said Chtomio.


        “I wasn’t sure it was going to
work!” He chuckled.


        “Keiran!” the captain’s voice
thundered. “You have proved your valor, but remember: it is not
only with marking that I judge whether you will become a great
warrior or a sniveling Red minister.”


        “Who says I want to be either?”
Keiran rebutted.


        “Hear, hear,” said Chtomio. 


        When the marking of the Cadets was
finished, they marched back in the direction of the Samaris gates,
where their path was blocked by the Parabathai warriors.


        “Did I say we were finished?”
shouted the Captain, behind them. “The Parabathais will now show
you a trick or two that may save your miserable hides in
battle.”


        Chtomio studied the devoted, mated
warriors and then turned to his friend. “Did you hear that, Keiran?
These lovers are going to teach us some new tricks! But I don’t see
any female Ashi to do those tricks with,” he laughed. 


        “These are our best soldiers,
Chtomio, you should have more respect for them,” replied Keiran
sternly. “And the fact that they are lovers who fight for each
other makes them even more noble in my eyes.”


        “Aw, spare me, will you?” said
Chtomio. “The whole concept is foolish. If I were in danger, I
would only think of saving myself. It’s just the nature of things.
Now, if, on the other hand, we’re talking about coupling with a
female warrior, well I would make sure to think of her needs—.”
Before Chtomio could finish, one Parabathai surprised him by tying
him up with a rope.


        “Are you mad?” He shouted.
“Captain! Tell her to release me at once!”


        “Shut up, fool. It’s for your own
good.” replied the captain.


        “What are you talking about?”


        But the captain had already turned
to face the other cadets. “The Parabathais will teach you how to
free yourself in case you are taken as a prisoner. Turan!”


        Chtomio’s female parabathai warrior
approached the captain and knelt. Other parabathais tied her up
just as she had done with Chtomio.


        “Now watch,” said the captain.


        Turan inhaled and exhaled,
practically collapsing her chest with her breathing. Chtomio
observed, mesmerized, as the ropes loosened around her body with
every contraction. In no time at all, she was able to shake them
from her like a pile of dead snakes. 


        “How in Adio’s name did she do it?”
the prince asked. He tried to emulate her but without success.


        “The key is to use your breathing
wisely. Keep still. Do not struggle. Let the breaths you take do
the work,” explained the captain.


        Turan untied Chtomio. She then
showed him how she first tensed her muscles before being tied and
then how she relaxed them, afterwards. Although she was well built,
her feminine grace was still her most outstanding feature.


        “So you never talk, do you Turan?”
asked Chtomio.


        Turan shook her head. Chtomio knew
well that all warriors who became Parabathai had been sworn to
silence.


        “And who, may I ask, is your
lover?”


        Turan indicated with her finger,
pointing at a well built male warrior who was demonstrating similar
rope escape tricks to the other cadets.


        “Turan,” whispered Chtomio careful
not to be overheard by the captain, “may I ask you something
else?”


        Turan nodded.


        “Would you really die for him, for
your… companion?”


        She looked at her lover and nodded
again, firmly. 


        Then she pointed her finger to
Chtomio.


        “What? Me? What? I don’t
understand…”


        The female warrior shook her head
and pointed at him, once more. She indicated that he, Chtomio, was
her number one priority by raising one finger. After that she
pointed at her male counterpart and raised two fingers. Chtomio was
taken aback. “Are you saying that you would die for me first and
second for your…?”


        Turan bowed to him, nodding.


        “If it ever comes to that, Turan,
if ever fate puts us in that situation, I don’t want you to die for
me, understand?”


        Turan shook her head.


        “Listen to me, I’m serious now,”
added Chtomio, “I would never forgive you if you put your life
before mine.”


        Turan looked him straight in the
eyes, from deep within her mask. She slowly shook her head again
and left to return to her companion. Chtomio felt chastened by her
devotion. He would never be so cavalier in his judgment of the
Parabathai, again.


         




        ––—


         




        That night, the noble cadets were
ordered to converge once more outside of the city gates.


        The captain stood in the entrance
of the tunnel that led into the walled Red city of Samaris. He
strode toward his troops, followed by several other gatekeepers.
These chromes carried many swords.


        “Isn’t it a bit late for playtime
captain?” drawled Keiran, while the rest of the Ashis laughed.


        The captain waited for the laughter
to die down and said: “Noble Ashis, tonight there will be a special
hunt for you.”


        “I thought boar season was over.”
Oris said.


        “It is not animals that you will
hunt,” said the captain, “tonight you will hunt… Janis.”


        A buzz of confusion immediately
rose from the group of cadets.


        “Kill a fellow Red? Have you gone
mad?” demanded Chtomio.


        “Watch your language, cadet!”
snapped the captain. “Janis are not like other Reds. Their caste
has been rejected, even by the gods. You all know that.”


        “You 
have gone mad!” rebutted
Chtomio. “I will tell my father about this!”


        “Your father, His Royal Highness,
the king, is the one who devised this hunt,” replied the captain
firmly.


        “But what have they ever done to
us? How, in the name of Adio, could we even think of doing such a
thing?” continued Chtomio in disbelief. He looked around at his
comrades but their murmurs had now died down. The fact that it was
the king’s direct order had turned them all silent. All, except
one.


        “I agree with Chtomio,” said
Keiran. “I won’t do this.”


        “These are your king’s orders! The
Janis breed like rats. We periodically need to thin the herd to
prevent an uprising.” The captain said, with growing impatience.
“You will take a sword and each and every one of you will bring a
dead Janis here before the new sunrise.”


        “What if we refuse?” asked
Chtomio.


        “The king, himself, shall punish
you with death. Even you, my prince.”


        “What if they fight back?” said
another voice in the dark.


        “That’s what these swords are for,”
replied the captain.


        After further buzz and murmurs,
slowly, one by one, each Ashis accepted a sword from the guardsmen.



        “There are still two swords left.”
the captain growled.


        Chtomio moved as if to challenge
him. Keiran, who was by his side, furtively held him back with a
hand to his arm. “Calm yourself, Chtomio. Let’s take the swords,”
whispered Keiran, “I have a plan. We won’t spill one drop of blood,
I promise you.”


        Chtomio gazed at Keiran through the
slits of his mask. Keiran nodded as if to say, “Trust me.”


        Chtomio, convinced by his friend,
decided to obey. “All right, captain, as you wish…” he said,
putting a sword in his scabbard. “I am not going to use it,
though,” he whispered to Keiran. He still was in a state of
disbelief. It’s not that wearing a sword was something a cadet
wasn’t allowed to do. Rather, their empty scabbards were more
symbolic. This was because a weapon was supposed to be proudly
earned after using it in battle – but this was no battle. This was
an atrocity. 


        Keiran replied reassuringly, “We
won’t use them.”


         




        ––—


         




        When the last of the fires died
down, the Ashis cadets set out in search of the Janis. They headed
for their poor straw and mud villages scattered on the coastline,
not far from the city walls. Many had drunk “the warriors’ nectar”
to give them the strength — or rather the courage — to kill
innocent chromes. It was a strong mead guaranteed to set a
soldier’s blood flowing.


        “Come, it is our time to move as
well,” said Keiran to his friend.


        “I’m not going to look for Janis,
Keiran, and if you want us to remain friends you’ll do the same,”
replied Chtomio.


        “Who said anything about Janis?
They are on the northern side of Samaris. We’re going south.”


        “What exactly do you have in mind,
Keiran?” asked Chtomio.


        “What’s the most precious thing you
have?” asked Keiran and, without waiting for an answer, he
continued, “I’ll tell you what’s mine. It’s freedom. Freedom to do
as I please. Freedom to roam the territories. To sleep wherever and
whenever I choose. To befriend whoever I choose…”


        “Your freedom has a price,” said
Chtomio shaking his head.


        “Staying in Samaris has a bigger
price,” rebutted Keiran. “A price that is too high for me to pay.
Or do you think that killing a Janis is something worth doing?”


        “What are you saying?” asked
Chtomio.


        “I am saying that this Janis thing
is the last straw. I will no longer be part of this sick
kingdom.”


        Chtomio had learned to take his
friend seriously and this time was no exception. “So, this is your
plan? Turning your back on your nation?”


        “It is not I that have turned my
back, but the Red Kingdom that has turned its back on me,” he
growled. 


        Chtomio mulled this over. “As a
Prince, I have more to lose.” He said, thoughtfully. “Where would
you go?”


        “I told you. I… we… will go south,”
he said.


        “South…” Chtomio repeated. Then he
continued, “Do you have any idea what the other territories are
like?”


        “Nope. Do you?” Keiran cocked his
head, waiting for an answer.


        “Of course, I do!” snapped Chtomio.
“The Violets are to the south. They’re completely mad. They live
like insects, with houses like cocoons attached to ropes. To the
north, my father has told me that the Orange don’t allow males to
live with them and the Yellow don’t allow females. The Greens are
thieves that live like wild animals and the Blues don’t accept
outsiders, even those they trade with. That leaves the Blacks, who
have been our enemies since the dawn of time. Outside of Samaris,
they’re all barbarians, Keiran.”


        “No, Chtomio, we Reds are the
barbarians. We are the ones that are about to kill our own, not
them.”


        “I can’t allow you to go,” Chtomio
said. “I need you here with me. When my time comes to rule, you
will be my trusted minister. Together, we will change things,
Keiran. I promise!”


        “Some things never change, Chtomio.
You know it and I know it. I am not going back.”


        “Fine!” said Chtomio angrily.
“Leave then! If running away is how you live your life, then so be
it. But I will not leave my kingdom.” He thumped his chest, “” will
not leave my city. I shall go back and change what needs to be
changed. Tonight, I shall warn the Janis. Then I shall face the
consequences, like a true Ashi.”


        “Spoken like a king…” Keiran
stepped closer, clasped Chtomio’s arm and added, “But not my king.
Goodbye, my friend. I will miss you.”


        Chtomio was at a loss for words.
Then, he finally managed to say, “You’re really doing this, aren’t
you?”


        Keiran nodded. Chtomio nodded too.
He knew his friend too well to try and convince him to change his
mind. So, the only words he managed to say were: “Goodbye,
Keiran.”
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Sybilla made the final leg of her journey alone, carefully
picking her way down to the bottom of the gorge, as was expected of
her. Although night had fallen, she wasn’t afraid. Fear was
something that she learned to conquer early on in Crodya. The
Orange female chromes were afraid of no one and they were certainly
the best archers in the territories — even better than the Yellow
chromes. While walking, she caressed the soft suede bottom of her
quiver in which her bow and arrows were placed.



        The air was crisp and the flame
from her torch danced and whirled in the darkness. 


        Even though the previous seer had
been buried in Crodya many nights before, Sybilla still felt her
presence amidst the silent rocks.


        She had only seen her once when she
was alive. She had come to the Orange city on the occasion of the
burial of the previous Nara, the lead guiding sister. She was
already old then, while Sybilla had only seen seven solstices. She
carried a long wooden staff and several necklaces of heavy dangling
jewels which were draped around her neck. More precious stones
adorned her robes. They looked so heavy, young Sybilla assumed they
were the reason for her curved back. 


        When the old Seer entered the
copper domed palace of Crodya and removed her mask, her face
reminded Sybilla of an aged wooden trunk – lined, burnished and
worn after decades of a life spent under the harsh sun, wandering
around in the desert’s dust. 


        “Sisters of Crodya!” The Seer
thundered, despite her feeble appearance, “I have come here
specially to give a final salute to a devoted friend, and to give
you words of hope and goodwill! Like the Orange rocks that roll
upon the earth, we are in constant motion, moved by the will of the
gods!”


        “What does she mean?” Sybilla
whispered to an older sister, named Aula.


        “Shh!” the other hissed.


        “The Orange aspire to be one with
the sun, but too much light can burn you, while too little light
can weaken you!”


        Sybilla pulled the sleeve of her
companion sister once more: “I don’t understand! What is she
talking about?”


        The other sister told her: “You’ll
learn to appreciate these words of wisdom as you grow older, now
shush!”


        But as Sybilla grew up, she did not
cherish these pearls of wisdom. Instead, she began to think that
the more vague and pointless the Seer’s phrases, the more the
sisters seemed to be in awe of the wizened female chrome who spoke
them. And so began her great deceit. Sybilla amused herself by
speaking to everyone in the same cryptic way as the Seer, through
riddles, proverbs and sayings. This way, she felt, the other
sisters would respect her, regardless of her age.


        ‘Sybilla, want to come and play
with us?’ her friends would ask, to which she’d reply, “Life is
just a game, but a game that needs to be played.”


        An older sister would say:
‘Sybilla, go and milk the cows.’ and she would respond, “I see in
the whiteness of their milk the purity of my own conscience.”


        At first, all the sisters thought
she had gone mad, but by the time she’d aged thirteen solstices,
she had become so good at these cryptic statements, no one dared
mock her any longer. What started as a game had evolved into
something much bigger. So much so, that she dared not reveal to
anyone that it was one giant lie. What would happen to her if the
other sisters ever found out? They would have surely punished her,
perhaps even exiled her from Crodya for life.


        And then, when her fourteenth
solstice arrived, a series of events came together in a moment of
great serendipity – freeing her from the torment of her secret
conflict: she vowed to herself that she would become the next
Seer!


        It was during this auspicious year
that, together with the other sisters her age, Sybilla was summoned
to the birthing hall where the older sisters were delivering their
infants. The hall was clean and sunlit and the sisters were well
attended by sisters trained in the art of the midwife. The pregnant
Orange Sisters were given a sweet fruits that dulled their pain.
Other sisters kept a supply of fresh, boiled linens at the ready.



        As she entered the place, the first
thing Sybilla heard was an uncanny scream. “Ah, good, we have
arrived just in time,” said the sister who accompanied them. “One
of the sisters is delivering. Come, you’ll see with your own eyes
the beauty of a new life entering our territory.”


        And Sybilla indeed saw… But despite
all the precautions taken, she still thought it was an awful
spectacle; the blood, the pain, the cries. She was shocked. While
the sisters chattered with each other as if nothing out of the
ordinary was happening, she made another important decision: she
would never be crazy enough to let a Yellow male chrome come near
her, or even set one leering eye on her. But how could she make
sure that no one forced her to do the pygma? Again, there was only
one solution: become the next Seer. 


        Now it was as if everything else
that once made up the puzzle of her future fell into place. “Of
course!” she thought, “It is the gods that have wanted this all
along for me! It wasn’t my will, it was 
their will!”


        When her sixteenth solstice
arrived, no one had any doubt that she would indeed become the
Seer. In fact, the elder sisters began visiting her in secret, at
night, to ask for a glimpse into their future. She did not
disappoint them.


        “Thaurinaaa,” she would intone in a
mysterious sing-song voice, “something Yellow your way comes.”


        “Ohh! Is it a Yellow brother? Tell
me it’s a brother!”


        “It is not a Yellow chrome, but a
Yellow moon. Be prepared to give yourself to the moon, Thaurina,
and perhaps a Yellow chrome will follow.”


        Or: “Peduuuuulllllay, riches abound
from a hole in the ground.” Was it a prediction of finding buried
treasures, or a warning to work harder in the garden? Conveniently,
none could say.


        “Thank you Sybilla, thank you!” The
sisters gushed at the end of each prognostication, kissing her
hand. Even sisters who had formerly bullied her because they were
older, or who treated her with indifference bowed to her with
respect! She smiled at the thought. In the end, she wasn’t hurting
anyone with her words and if she could make her fellow sisters feel
better, why not do so? 


        In no time at all, she utterly
convinced herself that if someone had to dispense little harmless
lies, she was the perfect sister to do so, because she promised
herself that she would never take real advantage of any of them.
Would another have been so unselfish and considerate? No, she
thought smugly, they would not.


        Finally, after her long journey
into the chasm, Sybilla reached a huge, sandstone wall. An imposing
façade, depicting the divine destiny of the Seer, was carved upon
it. She also discovered that this solid rock face was the entrance
to the ancient temple. It was said that the Orange goddesses
themselves had chiseled the façade into the rock for the mortal
sisters to worship. Four pillars supported the entrance. On top of
them, the statues of the three main Orange goddesses were sculpted
directly into the rock: Ramtha, Goddess of Light, Uni, Goddess of
Knowledge, and Thana, Goddess of Beauty. Above these three statues,
the cliff rose vertically, but she could not see the top in the
darkness.


        Sybilla returned her gaze to the
entrance. She walked up to the pillars but hesitated before
entering. A draft of cold air wafted from inside, kissing her
shoulders. Sybilla felt a shiver run through her.


        “This is my fate,” she reminded
herself. She held her head high and walked inside.


        There were many torches on the
walls. She pulled a flint from her pocket and lit them all. In the
soothing firelight, she discovered that the temple’s interior was
nothing like the outside. The walls had been decorated with plaques
made of copper and there were also precious stones faceted into
them which bathed the temple with a magical, colorful aura with the
help of the torchlight. 


        
Amazing! she thought.


        She set her cloak and quiver down
in one corner and then, exhausted, sat down with her back against
the wall. She took off her heavy, spessartine mask and exclaimed
out loud: “Finally! Freedom at last.” 
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After parting with Keiran, Chtomio quickly made his way back
to the gates of Samaris. The gatekeepers had made a bonfire and he
could see that one of the other cadets had already returned with a
macabre prize.



        The corpse of a chrome was lying on
the ground near the fire. The young cadet was feasting and chanting
over him with his sword still covered with his victim’s blood.


        “Oris!” said the captain to the
cadet, “You are the first to take the oath of blood for your city!
Congratulations!”


        As he approached them, Chtomio saw
that the victim was bony and thin. He recognized the mask made of
straw, which was typical of a Janis. An elderly, malnourished
chrome murdered for sport, thought Chtomio. 
This is what our king wants? What
my father wants? He asked himself. Then, as he approached
the cadet and the captain, he said: “The brands on our shoulders
should not be the symbol of the Ashis, but the mark of
assassins.”


        The captain looked at him and
bitterly replied: “I would have expected the heir to the throne to
set an example for the other cadets, but instead I see you have
come back empty handed. Your father will not be pleased.”


        “He’s too scared to do it!” cried
Oris with ill concealed pride, “He doesn’t have the guts to slay
the enemy, like I do!”


        “You’re right Oris,” said Chtomio
walking up to him, while dragging his sword on the ground. It made
an eerie noise. “I don’t have the guts to kill an innocent, but I
do have the courage to kill an Ashi!”


        Oris stiffened. “Chtomio, you
wouldn’t!”


        “Enough, Chtomio!” shouted the
captain. “The night is still young. You have all the time you need
to find a Janis and bring his body back here.”


        “An elder,” mumbled Chtomio looking
down at the corpse in front of them. “It’s barbaric.” Suddenly
Keiran’s words took on a new meaning. The temptation to run away
and follow his friend into the Violet territory was strong. “But I
will not abandon my subjects to these fools!” He said to
himself.


        “What are you waiting for?” cried
the captain. “The Janis will all be hiding by now and hunting them
down will be harder!”


        Chtomio looked at him and then at
Oris. He wanted to kill them both and he raised his sword. But the
captain took this as a sign of ascent. “That’s the spirit! Now go!”
He said. Chtomio left them and disappeared into the darkness.


        He ran as fast as he could. He
didn’t care where he was going — he only yearned to outdistance
the sour taste in his mouth and the disgust flooding his heart.



        Chtomio finally stopped near a tree
and gasped for air. The imposing, torch-lit walls of Samaris were
far away to his right. In the distance, he could also see feeble
moving lights heading toward the village of the Janis. Soon, there
would be screams, he was sure of that. For the first time in his
life, he felt shame; shame of being the heir to the throne, shame
of being an Ashi, shame of being a Red. He wanted to cry but he
couldn’t. His anger was stronger than tears.


        He looked up at the black sky. Even
the moon had hidden itself to avoid witnessing the horrors about to
be committed. Suddenly, he heard someone running in his direction.
He had been so still, that in the darkness, the chrome must have
mistaken him as part of the tree. He watched the chrome crawling on
the ground, slowly, like a snail, trying not to be seen. Farther
away, he could see a lantern, and he realized that an Ashi was
hunting down this particular Janis. He recognized the hunter: a
normally mild Ashi named Ur.


        “Aahh!” yelled the Janis, hitting
Chtomio’s feet. Moments later, Ur ran up and raised his lantern
high, lighting up all of them.


        “Chtomio!” he cried, surprised.


        “Ur,” said Chtomio, coldly. They
stood in front of each other while the Janis continued to sob. Then
she screamed, “What have I done to you? Leave me alone!”


        Only then did Chtomio realize that
the Janis was a female, and that she was pregnant. That perfidious
Ur was looking for an easy way to impress the captain, like his
friend Oris.


        “Chtomio, I saw her first…” said
Ur, “She’s mine!” 


        There was nothing like this display
of cowardly arrogance to set Chtomio’s blood boiling. “Well, too
bad. Now she’s mine, Ur.”


        “But… Chtomio… 
I found her first!” It was
more of a squeak than a protest, for Ur was half the size of
Chtomio and the Red prince was fully conscious of this.


        “Do you want to fight over her?”
declared Chtomio raising his voice. 


        Ur instinctively backed away from
him. “No, I guess you had her first.”


        “Yes,” replied Chtomio, “Now
leave!”


        Ur faded into the darkness,
scurrying away in such haste; he left his lantern hanging on a
branch. Chtomio picked it up and moved it closer to the Janis. He
saw that she wore an ugly round mud mask, which had been knocked
halfway off her face. Chtomio also noticed she was as much enraged
as she was terrified.


        “You! You are a villain! Truly the
spawn of your evil father!”


        “Come on, get up,” Chtomio said,
lending her a hand. The Janis backed away from him. “Get up!” he
cried again, “Or do you want to stay in the dirt all night?”


        “Get away from me! Leave me alone!”
the Janis spat.


        On any other night, Chtomio would
have gladly left her to her destiny, but he had made a vow to help.
How many other Ashis were out there looking for a helpless Janis to
kill? He felt ashamed of belonging to such an awful caste.


        “Look, you can’t stay here. It’s
not safe for you.”


        “Then kill me!” she taunted
him.


        “I don’t want to kill you! I don’t
want to kill anyone!”


        The Janis Chrome seemed taken aback
by Chtomio’s confession. 


        Couching his words in a soothing
tone, he asked for her name.


        “Adina, in honor of our beloved
goddess,” she said. “Though I wonder why the gods are displeased by
my caste, to let such cruelty be visited upon us.”


        “The gods have nothing to do with
this, Adina,” Chtomio replied. “It’s only chromes who should be
blamed for this wicked night.”


        Chtomio reached out his hand to
her, once again. This time, she took it and rose to her feet.


        “I can take you north,” he said,
surprising himself. “Let me take you where the Orange are, so you
can start a new life.” For a moment, he wasn’t sure whether he was
talking about Adina or himself. He wasn’t even sure the Orange
would take her. She was, after all, a Red chrome, and a Janis at
that.


        While Adina straightened her mask,
Chtomio noticed that she was far along in her pregnancy.


        “You, the prince, would take me to
another nation? Why would you do this?”


        “Because I’ve had enough of this
kingdom!” He wanted to say; instead he replied, “Because you are
carrying an infant.”


        He took her firmly by the arm and
said: “Let’s go.” However, he had never dealt with a pregnant
chrome before and only now did he begin to realize what it might
mean for females to carry an infant inside their wombs while
undergoing what would be a stressful and hard journey. Adina walked
slowly and they had to make frequent stops. Chtomio urged her to
move faster, but it was like wrangling a snail. It would have taken
all night and then some to flee from the Red Kingdom.


        On the other hand, the night would
help him think about what he would say when he returned to face his
father back in Samaris. ‘You are a disgrace to me and to this
kingdom,’ he could already hear the king shout. Things had worsened
between them since his mother, the Queen, had died. And now his
refusal to obey orders and kill innocents would put even more
strain on their relationship. Maybe, he’ll ban me from Samaris for
good, he thought.


        An exiled prince. Would that be his
destiny? No! He must still make the throne his, so he could make
things right in this troubled land, regardless of his father’s
will! What kind of tyrant could hurt one segment of the Kingdom and
not expect the others to fear him? Surely his father had gone mad!
But he, Chtomio, would abolish the caste system, he would make the
nobles work, he would let the Janis inside the walls of the city.
With him, the Red Kingdom would become a fair and just land for all
chromes of good faith, maybe even for those of colors other than
Red.


        “Slow down!” Adina begged, bringing
him back from his regal thoughts to the desolate marshlands they
were struggling through.


        “I can’t walk as fast as you!” she
added harshly. “I’m not a soldier.” She panted and gasped for air.
She reached for her mask to take it off, but she hesitated, gazing
at Chtomio, while she wiped the sweat from her neck. 


        Chtomio tried replying in a gentle
tone: “If we slow down, there’s a very good chance that other Ashis
like Ur will find us. And if other Ashis find us…”


        “I understand,” she interrupted
him, “And if I don’t get killed tonight I may get killed another
time, isn’t that right?”


        “I don’t know,” responded Chtomio
sincerely. “All I know is that if you are a Janis, it is best to
stay away from Samaris. That is why we can’t stop.”


        “No,” replied softly Adina. “That
is why 
I can’t stop. Not
you.”


        “I don’t understand,” said
Chtomio.


        “You saved me, for whatever reason,
but now I can make it on my own. I’m used to taking care of
myself.”


        Just then, an animal howled in the
distance.


        “I cannot leave you here like
this,” said Chtomio, resolutely. “We’ll walk at your pace and when
you need to rest, we’ll rest. And then when morning comes, that’s
when we’ll part ways.”


        “Why are you doing this?” she
asked.


        He stared at her without saying a
word, as he tried to put the maelstrom of his feelings into
coherent sentences. Then, he finally answered: “I’ve never helped
anyone in Samaris. I’ve never done anything for my kingdom, even
though I’m the heir to the throne.”


        “Suit yourself,” she said coldly.
“But I haven’t asked you for anything.”


        “Fine,” he replied just as coldly.
He felt immediately sorry for having opened up so much with a
stranger and a Janis at that! Part of him wanted to leave her then
and there, but part of him knew better. After all, wouldn’t he be
enraged if someone tried to kill him because of his caste? A shiver
ran down his spine at the thought. 
No, he said to himself, 
this won’t go on when I’ll take
power.


        They resumed walking. They traveled
together in silence and Adina no longer seemed to suffer from the
difficulty of making the journey in her condition.
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Keiran stopped, exhausted. He had run for a long while, but
now he was worn-out.



        To his surprise, he had reached the
river Axi which flowed through thick forest, from the Black
territory. The rainy season had made the river swell much wider
than anticipated. It flooded the banks and the current was so fast,
even a strong swimmer would have found it impossible to cross.


        “Damn!” he cried.


        Now he would have to head upstream
and look for a bridge. The night was dark and cold, but he felt hot
and sweaty. He looked around to see whether anyone had followed
him, but other than the noise produced by the hunting owls and the
light wind, no other chrome was in sight. 


        Keiran forced himself to slow down
and collect his thoughts. He was safe and no one had noticed he was
gone. His fellow cadets were either still busy with their dark work
or drinking hard to forget what they had done. Keiran shook his
head in disgust. He could not believe that chromes he had known for
his entire life were willing to commit such atrocities without
question. 


        When he was ready, he resumed his
hike. He thought about the discussion he’d had with Chtomio,
earlier that night. In his heart, he still hoped Chtomio would
change his mind and join him in his new life, but he knew that
wasn’t going to happen. He felt angry with himself for not having
being persuasive enough, but also angry with Chtomio for not being
bold enough to leave Samaris. In a way, he understood him and did
not envy his friend the burden of ruling such a benighted
kingdom.


        Keiran ended up walking until the
first rays of dawn touched the sky. He never found a bridge and was
dismayed to see that the river widened as he trudged along its
bank. 


        “I’m never going to get out of this
gods’ forsaken Kingdom!” he mumbled to himself. “I should have gone
north!” Exhausted, he sat down on the grass. Just then, he heard a
strange, bellowing sound. Survivor’s instinct kicked in and he
unsheathed his sword.


        A rumbling noise came from across
the river. Amplified by the running water, he could not locate its
source. He had no idea whether he was still in the Red Kingdom or
if he had entered the land of the Blacks. Neither prospect appealed
to him.


        He heard another bellow — this
time closer to the river. Morning fog lifted and Keiran made out a
row of small eccentric houses, rolling on wheels, pulled by…
oxen! So that’s where the sound came from, he thought. He watched
the caravan rumble toward the water. Several wagons had purple
flags hung from their prows. 


        “Violets!” he exulted. “I must be
in Violet Territory!”


        The Violet wagons rolled to a stop
on the opposite bank. Keiran was sure they hadn’t seen him for he
was still lying on the ground. 


        Part of him wanted to leave, but
another part wanted to stay so he could observe chromes so
different from him. When he had been younger, his tutor had told
him that Violet chromes were the best healers in the territories;
their knowledge of herbs and plants was unsurpassed and this made
them seem almost magical to him. Curiosity won out. He had to get
closer to them! But in order to do this, he had to cross that damn
river.


        Or… wait! The Violet wagons were
moving again! They were heading straight for the water.


        “It’s too deep! Don’t they see
that?” he said to himself. “They’re going to drown and destroy
their wheeled houses to boot.”


        He began to wave and shout at them,
“Stop! Don’t do it!”


        But the Violets couldn’t hear him.
Besides, they were already edging their first wagon into the water.
They had chopped down a number of trees to bridge the river. Then
they waded in and cajoled their oxen to pull the wagons out on top
of this precarious, makeshift transport. The animals bellowed in
protest as the tree trunks into deeper water. One Violet, perched
on a coach-seat, finally noticed Keiran and waved at him.


        When the wagon reached his side of
the bank, Keiran didn’t hesitate to help the Violets set it on the
ground. Up close, the rolling houses were bigger than he thought,
so this maneuver took great effort.


        “Thank you, Red chrome, much
appreciated. The first house on wheels is always the most
difficult.” The newcomer said. He was about Keiran’s age and
height, though of broader shoulders. He held out his hand. “My name
is Thalassino.”


        “My name is Keiran.”


        “Well, Keiran, only three other
wagons and then we will be done! If you want to help us out, we’d
surely appreciate it and we can repay you with breakfast,” said the
Violet cheerfully, “Though do not hesitate to say ‘no’, if you
must. I do not want to interrupt your journey.” Thalassino’s voice
was as warm as the rising sun. Keiran instantly liked him.


        “Er… I… was… My journey can wait.
I’ll be glad to help.” They stared for a moment, each trying to
catch a glimpse of the other behind their respective masks.
Thalassino lowered his gaze. 


        In the meantime, another wagon
arrived. “Thalassino! Stop talking and come help us!” the Violet
chromes shouted.


        Three Violets, together with
Keiran, brought the next house on wheels, safely onto the shore. It
was the biggest of the lot and Thalassino, as if embarrassed,
excused himself: “I am needed inside this wagon, but I’ll soon come
back!”


        The other Violets came to thank
Keiran, as well. “I am Yit and this is Egure.” Said the elder of
the two. “This big wagon belongs to our monarch and Thalassino is
his page.” Yit added, which explained Thalassino’s abrupt
departure. 


        Keiran helped his new acquaintances
pull a third wagon across, which contained two female Violet
chromes. This one was full of collected herbs and flowers from all
corners of the territories, which the pair had skillfully dried. He
inhaled the rich spicy aroma that seeped out of its open door,
intrigued. 


        “Keiran!” Thalassino hailed him
from the royal wagon “Come here! Our monarch would like to thank
you…”


        “Um… sure!” Keiran adjusted his
mask and his cloak before climbing up the fold out steps that led
into the wagon. It was the first time that he would meet the leader
of another territory and he suddenly felt shy and clumsy.


        When he entered the house on
wheels, Keiran was positive he’d stepped into a different world.
The monarch reclined on a wooden chaise lounge covered in pillows
of royal purple and deep magenta. He was surrounded by multiple
layers of silk, metallic and wool threaded curtains that divided up
the interior, but could be drawn back to change the space. A large
cocoon, used by this royal personage to sleep in, hung suspended
from the ceiling, behind him. Keiran thought two things about this
contraption: that it would swing during a ride over a bumpy road to
remain level was ingenious, and that he wouldn’t want to run into
the spider that had weaved it. Looking closer, to his relief, he
saw that it was made of spun sheep’s wool, mimicking the
engineering of an arachnid. Expensive, yet simple wooden furniture,
lacquered in pastel colors of sky blue, rose pink, sea green,
lavender and dandelion yellow… then filigreed with flowers of gold
and silver, completed the picture. Everything was designed to be
easily portable, reliable and durable, yet it still radiated and
appealing grandeur. Years later, Keiran would remember this as the
moment when he first fell in love with Violet culture. 


        There was a sweet scent that
surrounded the Monarch, who sat cross-legged, observing him. He was
a well-rounded chrome, dressed in a long, white silk tunic and
baggy purple pants. He wore a simple, lacquered wooden mask of
purple and silver that had been fashioned in the shape of a
butterfly. His small, delicate hands were a sharp contrast to his
rotund body and Keiran felt he was standing in front of a gigantic
living doll. 


        Keiran was about to remove his mask
but Thalassino motioned for him to keep it, since both the monarch
and his aides retained their masks. 


        “Thalassino, here, has told me that
you helped us, young Red chrome. Thank you!” said the monarch. He
signaled to Thalassino who swept one wall curtain aside. Keiran’s
jaw dropped. A floor to ceiling rack was filled with many bottles
and ampoules of different colors. Given the perfumed scent in the
air, Keiran thought they probably contained extracts from flowers
and herbs, something he would learn the Violets were famous for.



        “You are welcome, Your Highness.”
replied Keiran. He bowed and pulled his mantle closer to his
chest.


        “You are an Ashi, aren’t you?”
asked the Monarch, while Thalassino served both of them with an odd
liquid that glowed like a sunset. 


        “Yes, I belong to that caste, but…
how did you know…” he regretted the question, since he was in front
of a Ruler.


        “It’s hard not to notice the mark
of your caste on your shoulder although the fine fabrics of your
mantle also speak for you. I doubt the other castes can wear such
rich clothes. Am I right?”


        Keiran nodded. Thalassino handed
him the drink and he held up the glass, watching the radiant colors
swirl around. “I’ve never seen anything like this, Your
Magnificence. It’s… almost too beautiful to imbibe.”


        The Monarch chuckled. “The glow
comes from a rare phosphorescent plant called a Sundrop. We Violets
have a secret method for drawing out and cultivating its sweet
taste,” said the monarch while taking a healthy gulp underneath his
mask. He then cocked his head, studying Keiran’s disheveled
appearance. 


        “Tell me, what is an Ashi doing all
alone on the outskirts of the Red Kingdom so early in the morning?”
he asked while savoring his nectar. 


        “I am here because I am… because I
was…” For the first time in his life, Keiran was at loss of
words. He felt embarrassed in front of such an important foreign
dignitary and his plan of escaping from Samaris did not seem so
sound after all. And yet, there was something soothing about the
Monarch’s tone of voice; a warmth and comprehension he desperately
needed and had never obtained among the Reds. Or perhaps it was an
effect of that strange nectar he had been given to drink…


        He studied the Monarch’s face
through the eyeholes of his mask. There was something about the
Violet leader, a certain serenity that made Keiran feel free to
speak his mind. He drained his glass and felt the warm liquid heat
up his insides like bellows put to a flame: he was certain they
were glowing like a Sundrop. Keiran let go of his words and as he
did, the hurt he felt drained out of him.


        “The truth is, Your Majesty, I am
lost. Although my eyes can still see Samaris in the distance, my
home, my real home, is nowhere in sight.”


        The Monarch raised his mask to
imbibe more of his drink. Then he said: “I think this is something
common among those your age… In order to find yourself, you must
first lose yourself. Until that happens, you may join us if you
wish. We are going to see the new Seer of the Orange chromes.
Perhaps she will tell you something about your future. It’s up to
you, though…”


        “I’ll come!” exclaimed Keiran,
taking another gulp of his nectar. Yes, this was exactly what he
needed. Why didn’t he see it before? The colors of the room grew
more intense. Surely that was a sign… 


        The monarch laughed softly and
said, “Very well!” Then, turning to Thalassino, he added: “Do you
have room in your wagon?”


        “I will make sure there is,” said
Thalassino, gazing at the Red chrome with undisguised admiration.



        Thalassino’s wagon was less
grandiose in terms of décor, but it too had many shelves with
various shaped bottles and flasks of different colors. To Keiran,
it seemed as if a rainbow had been captured and milked off its
colors, which were then put on the shelf. Each scent was different
and Keiran found he very much enjoyed the Violets’ expertise with
plant extracts. 


        He held up a violet flask. “What’s
this?” He asked, timidly.


        “Do you like it?” asked Thalassino
in return. “I like it very much, too. It’s the extract of lavender.
You can open it if you want…”


        Keiran opened the bottle and
inhaled deeply. It was like an explosion of the senses and it made
him feel even better than the Sundrop potion he had drunk with the
Violet monarch.


        “Nice…” he finally managed to
say.


        Thalassino nodded in approval and
to Keiran it seemed that the Violet’s eyes glowed inside his mask.
“I have to check on the wagons now… see if anything is damaged… but
please make yourself comfortable. Here is some water if you’re
thirsty,” he then said, handing Keiran a canteen. Their hands
touched and Thalassino withdrew his － too fast － and the canteen
fell to the floor. 


        “Guess you’d better go check on
those wagons,” Keiran said to cover their awkwardness. 


        Once Thalassino departed, Keiran
stood still inside the wagon, still dazed by his encounter with
such different chromes and their strange houses on wheels. He was
touched that the Violet King had treated him with such a gracious,
welcoming manner, even though he was of a different color. In
Samaris, despite the fact he and Chtomio were good friends, he had
met the Red king only once. He felt that the Violet Monarch’s
civility made him seem much more confident, and therefore a
stronger leader, than the boastful, bullying ruler of the Reds.



        Moreover, all the Violets behaved
in a gentle, open manner… like Thalassino. Keiran smiled at the
thought of the young chrome. He carefully took another one of the
perfume ampoules Thalassino concocted off the shelf for a closer
look. He inhaled deeply, feeling his mind clear. The thick, bright
green liquid inside it smelled of mint and spring air. Another
flask was dark red and its contents appeared less dense. It smelled
like roses and pepper – a combination that was strange but
intoxicating. 


        Just then, voices outside caught
his attention and he looked out one of the tiny windows. 


        The Violets were running toward the
last wagon that had been carried across the river. 


        “Maybe, it’s stuck and they need
help,” he said to himself and he went to lend a hand.


        “Get a stick, quick, before they
all come out!” he heard one Violet yell to the others.


        When Keiran moved closer to the
wagon, he noticed several butterflies fluttering around the
Violets. They were unusually large and colorful. He was certain he
had never seen such beautiful butterflies in his entire life.


        The butterflies seemed to have
noticed him, too, for they came close. There were green butterflies
and orange and blue with yellow circles. For a moment Keiran forgot
all about the commotion. He stood still, in awe of such a spectacle
of nature. How fearless they were! Many landed on his armor as more
swarmed around him. 


        The insects danced and swirled
around his mask and his shoulders until every last one settled on
him. Keiran laughed and spread his arms to make room for them. He
looked at their beautiful slender bodies… were those stingers at
the tail end? Like wasps? How strange…


        It was only then that Thalassino
realized what was happening. “Keiran — no!” he shouted. He ran
toward the Red chrome. 


        Keiran heard Thalassino call his
name at about the same time he felt dozens of small stings pierce
his flesh. His pleasure immediately twisted into a surge of the
most intense pain he’d ever experienced in his entire life! He
could no longer see or move. He felt like the giant statue of Adio
at the entrance of Samaris. And like that great edifice, he felt
cracks spread throughout his body as if he were crumbling into many
pieces.
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The sun was now high up in the sky and Chtomio felt a great
sense of relief. The other cadets would have all completed their
bloody task and they would no longer attack any Janis. Adina was
safe. By walking incessantly all night and all morning, they had
put a lot of distance between themselves and Samaris, but his
father would no doubt be so enraged, he’d think nothing of sending
half his army in search of his traitorous son. And he still didn’t
even know where they were. Were they in the Orange territory? Or
where they still in the Red Kingdom? Fight less and study more, had
been one of his tutor’s admonishments, and now he was beginning to
understand why. Belatedly, he’d come to suspect that cunning and
knowledge trumped brute force every time. Chtomio vowed that if he
ever became king, he would remember this life lesson. But right
now, he was hungry. 



        He glanced at Adina, who trembled,
still cold from the night passed marching incessantly and from the
gusty wind that had picked up since early morning. He had decided
to part with her with the new sunrise but her conditions seemed to
have worsened and he just couldn’t leave her like that. Adina,
moreover, did not seem so eager to let him go any longer. 


        “We’re safe now. We can stop and
rest,” he said. “I’ll light up a fire…” he added, “And see if I can
find some food.” Adina sat on the ground and said nothing. 


        Chtomio quickly gathered dry roots,
kindling and tinder and then he used the flint he always carried
with him to create sparks. The fire caught the dry wood and they
had a good blaze going, immediately. Well, here’s something I’m
good at, he thought. They both huddled near it. Although Chtomio
felt its warmth, he could see Adina was still cold. He removed his
mantle and draped it over her shoulders. She took it without saying
anything. She seemed to be half asleep. 


        “Adina, are you alright?”


        She didn’t answer.


        He came closer to her and gently
removed her mask. She had her eyes closed and Chtomio saw that her
forehead was beaded with sweat. Suddenly, he saw four wagons in the
distance. At first, he thought it might be Red soldiers looking for
him, but they would never come with wagons. Then, as they
approached, accompanied by the dull thud of oxen hooves on the
ground, Chtomio realized that they weren’t Red chromes at all.


        “Whoa,” said Yit, tugging his reins
to stop his oxen. “Greetings chrome! We come in peace.”


        “Greetings…” replied Chtomio, still
surprised to see foreign chromes.


        Yit dismounted and said: “Cold
wind, eh? Your lady might need more blankets.”


        Chtomio, confused, turned toward
Adina and said: “What lady?” Then, realizing, he blushed, “Oh no,
she’s not my lady, we… uh…”


        “Well, whoever she is, it looks
like she may need help. Can’t you see she’s trembling?” Yit asked.
He jumped down from his wagon and moved closer to the fire to
examine Adina.


        “I know that! That’s why I lit the
fire!” snapped Chtomio. But Yit wasn’t paying attention to him any
longer.


        “Vorym! Ar!” he shouted and two
female chromes appeared from another wagon.


        “This female is expecting,” Yit
told them, “and judging from her size, she will give birth to an
infant very soon.”


        The two female chromes nodded. They
carefully lifted Adina and helped her into their wagon.


        “Wait!” cried Chtomio, “Where are
you taking her?”


        “To a warmer place, for starters,”
replied Uit. “We Violets know how to take care of a chrome who is
expecting.”


        “Violets?” said Chtomio. “You mean,
we are in Violet territory?”


        “Of course not,” said Yit, “This is
Orange territory. We are just passing through. Who are you?”


        “I’m Chtomio, Pr-” Chtomio bit his
lip before finishing his sentence. Prudence whispered to him that
he should hold off saying his name and revealing his noble origin.
Or was it simply that he didn’t want anyone to learn that the great
prince of Samaris had lost himself like an infant?


        “Well, Chtomio-Pr, it seems like
our wagons are turning into an infirmary on wheels because besides
your female friend, we have another chrome who’s been taken ill.
May I ask what it is that you are doing here? Have you lost your
way?”


        That was too much for Chtomio to
bear. “I am not lost!” He stated firmly.


        “Yit! What’s wrong?” It was
Thalassino’s voice.


        “Nothing!” he answered. “I’m just
talking with yet another chrome who seems to have lost himself.”
Then, turning back to Chtomio, he added: “What is it with you Reds
and orientation?”


        The young royal couldn’t resist:
“The name is Chtomio. I am the Prince of the Reds, Violet chrome,
so show some respect!” He blurted.


        “Ooh, the Prince of the Reds! Here,
in the middle of nowhere?” mocked Yit. “Of course! I should have
known better! What a great honor, Your Majesty.” Yit made an
exaggerated bow.


        “Do not make a fool of me.” hissed
Chtomio, “I really am the Prince of the Reds.”


        “Well then, prove it!” said
Thalassino approaching the two. 


        Chtomio showed the two Violets his
left shoulder which now bore the mark of the Ashi.


        “This,” he said, “is the mark of
the-”


        “Of the Ashi caste,” said
Thalassino. “Yes, we know all about it. As a matter of fact, we
have another Red Ashi here with us. He has been poisoned and-”


        “Poisoned? By who? Who is this
Ashi?”


        “His name is Keiran…”


        “Keiran is here?”


        “You know him?”


        “He is my friend! Take me to him at
once!” Chtomio bit his lip, then said: “Please.”


        Thalassino told Chtomio all about
Keiran’s encounter with the butterflies as they entered his wagon.
Violet chromes collected them for their poison. Chtomio remembered
that it was a Violet tradition to inject their infants with the
poison to alter their appearances. Their facial features would take
on the look of a butterfly’s as they matured, which the Violets
considered to be a transformative manifestation of great beauty.
But this was normally a slow process. Keiran had been stung by
many, which might prove deadly. Thalassino was treating him, but he
could not be certain if Keiran would survive.


        Chtomio was shocked to find his
friend sprawled inside a giant cocoon, unconscious. His entire body
was swollen; his skin bluish.


        “Keiran, for the mercy of the
gods!” exclaimed Chtomio.


        “He is in pain but the worst has
passed. I have never seen a non-Violet make it through the first
stage of a butterfly attack,” said Thalassino.


        Chtomio noticed something even more
horrifying on Keiran. Near his wrists two protuberances had formed
making his friend look like he had six fingers on each hand.


        “What… What are 
these?” he asked shocked
pointing to the hands.


        “Side effects of the butterflies’
venom,” replied Thalassino matter-of-factly. “They usually manifest
themselves on the face but in his case…”


        “Savages, you Violets are savages!”
cried out Chtomio. “What kind of chromes would carry such dangerous
insects in their wagons?”


        Thalassino spoke calmly. “Unlike
you, we Violets, do not use weapons to defend ourselves. We brought
the butterflies with us as a way to defend our Monarch in case
someone ill-intentioned attacked us. These are violent times,
unfortunately.”


        Chtomio turned back to his friend.
“I shouldn’t have let you go, Keiran,” he murmured. Then, to
Thalassino, he said: “We need to take him to Samaris. He will be
cured there.”


        “No one can cure him but us, Red
prince,” a voice behind them said. Thalassino humbly bowed to his
monarch as the ruler entered his house on wheels. 


        The Violet monarch approached
Chtomio. “They tell me you are King Akay’s son. Is that true?”


        “It is,” he replied with
ill-concealed pride.


        “Well then, prince, if you want
Keiran to live, he will need to stay with us. We are the only ones
who can remove the poison from his veins without killing him.”


        “But surely you can all come to
Samaris! My father will greet you with hospitality.” Chtomio
replied, even though he privately was not at all sure of that.


        “I’m afraid that is out of the
question. We are going to see the Orange Seer, and nothing must
prevent us from reaching our destination.”


        Thalassino then whispered something
to the Violet monarch which Chtomio couldn’t make out. The Violet
leader grunted at first, but then nodded. Thalassino said: “Prince
Chtomio, you can stay with your friend if you so wish, for the
duration of our journey.”


        Chtomio turned this offer over in
his mind. Isn’t this what he wanted after all? To leave Samaris, at
least for a while? It would be safer for Adina if they remained and
it would certainly be better to say that he stayed on to help a
friend, rather than confess to his father that he disobeyed the
orders of the Red Captain.


        “Very well,” he said, “I
accept.”


        “Splendid,” replied the Violet
monarch. “Now, let’s go see how that unfortunate female chrome is
faring with her infant.” And having said that, he left.


        Thalassino opted to remain behind
to continue attending Keiran and, looking at Chtomio, muttered,
“It’s my fault. It all happened so fast, I didn’t have the time to
warn him about the butterflies.”


        Chtomio shook his head. “Just make
sure he lives to tell this tale,” he said, “and I will ask the Red
gods to help you aide in his recovery.”


        The wagons resumed their journey
and Chtomio soon felt the fatigue of not having slept for an entire
night and for having marched incessantly all the way to the Orange
lands. He fell asleep near his friend and did not wake up until the
next day.


         




        ––—


         




        When Chtomio woke up the following
morning, he felt well rested. His thoughts went immediately to his
friend, Keiran, who seemed to sleep peacefully. Chtomio noticed
that Keiran’s skin color wasn’t as bluish as the day before.


        He wanted to stay near his friend
but his stomach demanded immediate attention. He realized he had
gone without food the whole day before. He was relieved to see
that, outside the house on wheels, three Violets were already
preparing what seemed to be a hearty breakfast, of honey roasted
game bird, dried fruits and… stewed flowers?


        He watched the Violets spoon
generous portions of the flowers into each plate on a wood table.
Ar motioned for Chtomio to come sit with them. The breakfast
smelled delicious. Everyone was doing something and they were
exchanging kind words as they helped each other. But it was the
speed and graceful harmony with which they did everything that
captivated him. In a way, they reminded him of worker ants. He
smiled as he donned his mask on and came out of the wagon. 


        The jovial voice of another female
Violet chrome immediately greeted him. “Good morning, Prince
Chtomio!” She said.


        The Violets turned to the Red
chrome and greeted him in the same friendly way. “Good morning,
Prince Chtomio!”


        “Uh, hello,” he said. Thalassino
stepped out from behind the royal wagon and said: “The monarch will
join us in a moment.” Those words were exactly what Chtomio’s
stomach wanted to hear so he immediately sat down and grabbed a
drumstick.


        “Tell me, are all Red nobles like
you? Eating before their hosts have arrived?”


        Chtomio turned to see the Monarch
facing him. His face reddened and he was glad he had his mask
on.


        “Er, no, Your Highness. I apologize
…I had nothing to eat yesterday.”


        “No chrome should have to suffer
that!” The Violet monarch chuckled, “might as well begin.”


        Chtomio gratefully tucked in and
the conversation quickly turned to his adventure of the prior day.
But he had prepared for this. He explained to the monarch that he
had been hunting when he found a poor female Janis in distress.
Realizing that she was about to give birth, he offered to stay with
her and help her out.


        “And that’s when you came along,”
he said, satisfied by his new version of events. 


        “Do you usually hunt all by
yourself, without a horse and without proper weapons?” asked the
monarch.


        “Yes,” replied Chtomio lying, “it’s
a Red tradition.”


        “Why don’t you tell him what you
and your friends were really hunting?” It was Adina. She had come
out of the females’ wagon without her mask. Her face was pale and
she looked exhausted. Chtomio’s mantle was still draped around her
shoulders and she used it to cover her newborn son. 


        “Let me get you a mask!” said
Thalassino. He quickly procured a lightweight mask of lace and
willow wood from the females’ wagon. Against her will, Thalassino
finally managed to place the mask on Adina. As he did so, he gazed
at the infant and realized he had a large swelling on his throat.
Chtomio noticed it too. The newborn had an abnormal lump which
deformed his entire neck. “What happened to him?” asked Chtomio
worried. Adina was quick to hide her son inside the mantle again.
“It is an omen by the gods!” exclaimed Thalassino, “A good
omen.”


        “No omen is a good omen if you’re a
Janis,” Adina muttered. 


        “Your son will live a long and
productive life, I’m sure.” Thalassino reinstated cheerfully.


        “A productive life!” Adina repeated
angrily. She then turned on Chtomio in a fury. “Go on! Tell them
what you do to us! Tell them what sort of productive life you have
in store for us Janis! Tell them!” she slumped onto the ground. The
Violet females helped her rise and then brought her back inside
their house on wheels.


        Chtomio gazed at his plate. His
appetite had left him and he felt a stinging shame. He lowered his
mask in a sign of humility and spoke to the Violet Monarch. “She’s
right. The truth is, we were fleeing Samaris when we met you.”
Chtomio then told the shocked Violets everything about the evil
hunt his father had orchestrated. “I am ashamed of my own Chromes
— of my own Kingdom,” he sighed.


        “Well, you are nobler than I
thought,” the monarch responded. “You refused to participate and
you saved at least one of your subjects from certain death. By
doing so, you saved yourself.”


        “But I didn’t save my nation. And
if an heir to the throne can’t change things, than I don’t know who
can.”


        “Perhaps you should take this
question to the Seer,” suggested Thalassino.


        “Indeed,” The Violet monarch
agreed.


        Chtomio had heard tales of Orange
Seers, but the Red had always dismissed their Orange neighbors as
being simplistic female chromes who lacked any real knowledge. To
the Red nobles, they were just another example of how primitive
rival chrome nations still were. But if this adventure had taught
Chtomio anything, it was to look beyond the surface of a Chrome’s
lineage.


        “Please… tell me more about this
Seer,” he said.
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When Sybilla awoke the next day, she decided she would go on
exploring the temple further. She had been so exhausted the night
before that she had almost fallen asleep the moment she lay foot
inside.



        At the very end of the hall, she
noticed two small tunnels that she hadn’t seen the night before.
They led deep inside the cave and resembled two large nostrils that
led inside the bowels of the earth.


        Sybilla took a torch and decided to
enter the tunnel to her right.


        The air was cold and the corridor
was dark, but fortunately there were torches ready to be lit
throughout the path. 


        “Any dark path can be lit,” she
said to herself and half smiling, decided she would add this newly
minted saying to her war chest of ready made phrases.


        Then her smile quickly faded as she
saw that in the first room she encountered, there was a tomb.


        She knew she would be in the
company of some dead seers, yet, it was the thought that she would
be buried there after having lived there all her life that made her
wary. That same wariness she felt when was summoned by the Nara,
the guiding sister, on that fateful day that she was chosen to
become the Seer. 


        “Sit,” the Nara had told her. The
Nara’s cell in Crodya was frugal like any other and nothing in it
would lead anyone to believe that she was the most powerful Sister
of the Orange Nation. The walls were bare and her bed was hard. The
window that overlooked the entire valley below was perhaps the only
luxury that existed. It was open and from it Sybilla noticed the
many crows flying over the city.


        Sybilla had bowed before sitting on
a small stool made from a tree trunk.


        “Take off your mask,” she had
ordered, and Sybilla had done so.


        The Nara was herself without mask
and her eyes pierced Sybilla’s. They stared hard at each other in
silence and Sybilla was determined not to let the Nara’s gaze have
the better of her.


        The Nara had finally broken the
silence. 


        “Tell me, are you enjoying this?”
she had asked Sybilla, to which she had replied: “Nara’s words seem
to Sybilla like fog… confusing, like those of a demagogue.”


        In all response, Nara had slapped
Sybilla hard on the face.


        “Don’t you dare play with me,
Sybilla! This game of yours has gone too far!”


        Sybilla had resisted the urge of
crying and of walking out of the room. Mustering all her strength,
she had straightened her face and had looked once again Nara
straight in the eyes. 


        “Our sisters don’t need someone to
tell them riddles! The Nara sentenced. “They need someone that can
give them faith! And hope! And love!”


        Sybilla had never seen the guiding
sister so raging mad.


        “And you, Sybilla, were never one
to give, but always to take.”


        Sybilla then recalled how the Nara
had stood up and, looking out the window, had given her the final
blow.


        “You will never become the Seer.
You might as well finish it with this charade of yours.”


        As she recalled this confrontation
inside the temple, Sybilla lit further torches along the tunnel and
moved away from the chamber with the tomb. She entered another room
and this one was filled with golden dishes and silver cups,
precious stones and ornate dresses. Perhaps a treasure room of some
sort, she thought, or maybe of gifts given to the previous
seers.


        Her curiosity mounted as she moved
further along the corridor, into the next room. This one was a
pleasant surprise as it had a larder stuffed with food. She picked
up a piece of cold meat to chew on and moved on to the next room in
the corridor. 


        Like the others, this room was also
pitch dark. She moved the torch inside the dark room and saw
something move. It came closer to her.


        “Aaaahhh!” She screamed and ran out
of the chamber.


        She ran back to the entrance hall
and exited the temple, her legs still trembling. She looked up at
the blue sky, relieved that whatever was in that room, it hadn’t
captured her. 
I’m alone here, she
realized, 
and if anything happens, no one
will come and help me. 


        She pondered her words. Help? I
don’t need help! I can take care of myself! She said, taking
courage again. Up in the sky an eagle shrieked. She felt it was
calling directly her. 
Come Sybilla! This is your first
day here and already you want to run away? Was the Nara right about
you?  


        She shook her head. She felt strong
again, just like when she faced the Nara in that harsh
confrontation.


        
You will never become the
Seer, she had told her.


        Sybilla grinned while remembering
what had happened after.


        “Let me tell you something, Nara,”
she had said sternly, surprising even herself. “You do not decide
who is chosen to be the next Seer. It is the goddesses that choose.
And it is me they have chosen.”


        “Oh, really?” The Nara had said.
“Well then, prove it!”


        Sybilla had remained in silence
staring at her superior.


        “See? Your empty words mean nothing
here!” the elder sister had insisted, “Now leave!”


        Sybilla had gotten up but instead
of leaving the Sister’s cell, she had moved closer to the open
window, still staring into the eyes of the Nara. She had then
raised her head to the heavens and with her arms held up high she
had shouted: “Goddesses! If it is Sybilla with whom your reign
should align, send us a sign!”


        “Sybilla, stop this nonsense!” Nara
had cried out, feeling uncomfortable. 


        But Sybilla had pretended not to
hear her. She stood unperturbed in front of the window, waiting for
the sign. And the sign came, just as she had hoped. While her words
had echoed down the valley, the pendant on her necklace reflected
the sunlight. The crows flying over Crodya took notice and began to
fly closer to the Nara’s window.


        “Sybilla, leave at once!” the Nara
had ordered but it was too late.


        A first crow flew inside the cell
and Sybilla was able to dodge him just in time. Other crows
instinctively followed, and in an instant, Nara’s cell became a
mess, with numerous birds whirling inside it.


        “Make them go away!” the Nara had
shouted while trying to protect herself. “You proved your point!
You’re the chosen! Now make them leave!”


        “Yes, I’m the chosen,” she now told
herself, “and I am stronger than whoever is in that room.” She then
grabbed not one but two torches, took a deep breath and then
started walking quickly back inside the tunnel, towards the
chamber.


        When she arrived at its entrance,
she hesitated for a moment, but then moved slowly inside. She saw
that there was light coming from the darkness and the light was
drawing nearer… there were actually two lights now, or two…
torches? She moved closer and realized the light was the reflection
of the flames. She was looking at a mirror. When she found the
torches to light up the room, she discovered that the chamber was
full of mirrors. She had been scared away by her own
reflection!


        Now, with the room well lit,
whichever side she looked at, she found the image of herself
staring back at her. She saw the determined face of a female
chrome. The face of a Seer.
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The houses on wheels resumed their journey over the Orange
mountains. Chtomio had returned to Thalassino’s wagon, hoping to
see further improvement in Keiran’s health, but his friend’s
outlook remained bleak. His skin was still slightly bluish and his
mouth foamy. Chtomio shook Keiran’s arm.



        “Don’t touch him!” said Thalassino
coming inside the wagon from the driver’s coach.


        “Why not?”


        “Because you may spread the poison
that way.”


        “Is there anything I can do?” asked
the Red prince.


        “Pray to your gods,” Thalassino
answered, “And I’ll pray to mine.”


        “Pray to my gods…” he repeated
thinking about the monuments of Adio and Adia at the entrance of
Samaris. “I wish they were more than just statues.”


        Thalassino was taken aback by these
words. “You’re not a believer?”


        “Perhaps not like you or your
monarch. He told me about the Seer. He seems to believe in her, as
well. But what exactly does he want from her?”


        “That is not for me to know.”


        “I guess we’ll find out when we get
there.”


        “Oh no! That’s impossible! We’re
not allowed to attend her meeting with our monarch.”


        “So you’re making this journey
without knowing why?”


        “Our monarch desires it. And that’s
good enough for us.”


        Thalassino returned to the front of
the wagon, leaving Chtomio alone with Keiran once again.


        “I’ll take you back to Samaris, my
friend,” he whispered, “I know you would not want me to, but surely
our Red healers are better. They will help you — don’t you worry
about that.”


         




        ––-


         




        That night, during dinner, Chtomio
kept his mind busy working out a plan to transport Keiran home. The
truth was he didn’t trust the Violets that much. Keiran needed to
be cured by the Red, for only they alone completely understood
their aura, and Chtomio feared that any further delays would worsen
his friend’s condition even more.


        He was grateful to the Violets for
having helped him and Adina in a time of need but how could he know
that they wouldn’t purposely harm Keiran? Or for that matter, how
could he know that their objective wasn’t to kidnap him and demand
a ransom from his father? No, there was no doubt in his mind that
he needed to leave the caravan this very night.


        “My dear Prince, where is the
appetite you young chromes are famous for?”


        Chtomio looked at the Violet
Monarch and then at his bowl of crushed petals and nuts.


        “Er, yes, Your Majesty, I’m sorry.
I was immersed in my thoughts.”


        “I know what is on your mind,
Chtomio. I should have dealt with it already upon your
arrival.”


        “Oh, really?” said Chtomio
astonished.


        “Yes. In fact, I think now is a
good time as any.” The Magnificent picked up a small iron box from
the ground. The Violet opened it and delicately removed a
cylindrical object.


        Chtomio had already seen a similar
object in the hands of his father.


        “It’s a scopium,” he said,
impressed as always, by the rare device that the rulers of every
nation used to assess the color of every newborn chrome.


        “Indeed,” answered the Violet.
“Given that a Red newborn is among us, who better than the Red heir
to the throne to confirm his chrome?”


        Before Chtomio could answer, the
Violet monarch cried out: “Bring here the Red mother and her
infant!”


        
  
“I’m not sure I can do it,
Magnificent. I never learned how, in Samaris. I don’t have any
authority yet.” Chtomio responded.



        “Well there’s a first time for
everything,” replied the Monarch, “the gods have decided that your
time has come.”


        Yit approached the two: “We can’t
seem to find her, Magnificent! The Red mother and her infant aren’t
in any wagon.”


        “I’m sure she can’t be far from
here,” said the Violet monarch, “maybe she wanted to be left alone
with her son while feeding him. Let’s give her some time.”


        But Adina never came back. They
soon concluded that she had run away. Chtomio understood why. He
only hoped that wherever she ended up, she would find peace of mind
and would live a serene life.


        That night, it was Chtomio’s turn
to flee. Thalassino was visiting the monarch’s house on wheels and
Chtomio knew that the time had come to make a move.


        “Keiran!” he whispered to his
friend. “Wake up, Keiran!” Chtomio began to shake his body gently.
“You’ve got to wake up Keiran!”


        Nothing. Chtomio reasoned the only
way to escape would be to take the entire wagon with them. But he
also knew they wouldn’t get very far.


        “Mm…,”


        He looked down at Keiran and
watched his friend regain consciousness. “Keiran!” he said.


        “Ah, my body!”


        “It’s all right,” said Chtomio,
“It’s all right.”


        “Chtomio? Is it really you?”


        “Yes, I’m here. But we have to
leave. We’re with the Violets and we are far away from
Samaris.”


        “Leave? Why? I don’t understand.
Ah, my legs.”


        “They told me that you’ve been
poisoned by butterflies.”


        “Yes… my fault. How did you get
here?”


        Chtomio recounted how he met Adina
and how they both were intercepted by the Violets. “But now it’s
time to go back to Samaris. They will cure you there.”


        Keiran’s face tightened. “No, no,
Chtomio. I’m tired, I need to sleep…”


        “You’re free to go whenever you
like, but Keiran needs to stay here and be healed.”


        Chtomio turned around and saw
Thalassino standing behind him. “No one’s stopping you. Go if you
want,” continued the Violet chrome.


        Chtomio shook his head. “I’ll stay
until Keiran gets better. Until I see it with my own eyes. Then
I’ll leave.”


        “As you wish,” replied
Thalassino.


        The next day, the caravan reached
the foothills of the Orange mountains. In the distance, the two
twin cities, Doryca and Crodya, could be barely distinguished from
their rocky landscape. There were bovines grazing nearby and
Chtomio saw several Orange chromes staring at them, no doubt with
curiosity.


        Keiran had improved considerably.
His skin was no longer tinted blue, but a much healthier pink.
Thalassino saw to it that he had anything he needed. 


        “Seems like you’re the real monarch
for him,” Chtomio chuckled during the trip. He was surprised to see
his friend blush like a plum in the sun. “Well then, I am no longer
needed,” he finally realized. “I shall go my way.”


        The Violets gave Chtomio a sack
full of food as well as a waterskin. He thanked the Magnificent and
bowed, then made one final visit to Keiran. “So they’re going to
let you stay with them, huh?” he asked his friend.


        “Yes, they’re good chromes,
Chtomio. Better than us! For the first time in my life, I feel like
I’ve found my rightful place.”


        Chtomio nodded. “I’m glad you did,”
he said sincerely and smiled.


        “You can always come and visit me,”
said Keiran.


        “Sure, and Samaris will always be
there for you.”


        The two gave each other one last
hug. “Goodbye, Keiran.”


        “Keiran died with the butterflies,
Chtomio. My name from now on will be Danayd.”


        “A new name will not make you a
Violet chrome.”


        “I know, but I feel like I am born
again.” He then raised his hands. “And these six finger hands are a
testimony to that.” They both laughed and Chtomio was happy to see
that his friend did not take the poison’s consequences on his body
as a curse. On the contrary, he realized that this made him fit
even more with the Violets, for they seemed to appreciate body
deformations as with Adina’s son.


        “I understand,” the Red prince
finally said, “but I will still miss the old Keiran.”


        “And he’ll miss you too,
Chtomio.”


        Chtomio left the Violets’ houses on
wheels and set foot in the opposite direction of the Orange
mountains. He had decided to return to the Red Kingdom and confront
his father. He took one last look at the red and orange streaked
rocks, which seemed to divide the earth and the sky. Somewhere out
there, was the so called Seer, he thought. Someone so important
she’d inspired a monarch to travel between Territories just to pay
her a visit. His curiosity began to get the better of him. Then he
shook his head. “Nah, I have to get back to Samaris. They’ll be
waiting for me.”


        He took one more step and then
stopped again to think. “But when will I ever get the chance,
again, to meet a Seer?” He mumbled to himself.


        He turned once more toward the
Orange mountains and this time, he didn’t stop. His spirits lifted
at the thought of meeting the Orange mystic. Perhaps she could tell
him what to do with his life.


        It’s only when he arrived to the
top of the first cliff, that Chtomio realized he had no idea where
this mystic lived. Then he saw a purple dot moving below him, in
the chasm. “It’s the Monarch!” he exclaimed. “All I have to do now
is follow him and he will lead me to the Seer.”


        Fortunately for Chtomio, the
monarch’s aged, plump body forced him to pause many times so he was
easy to tail. It took awhile, but finally, the Violet chrome
arrived at the mouth of the gorge where the Seer’s temple lay.
“Wow,” exclaimed Chtomio, seeing it from the cliff above. He was
very impressed by the grand scale of its architecture. “And here I
thought that the Orange were just simple mountain chromes devoted
to grazing their animals.” He waited for the Monarch to enter the
temple, but the Violet chrome seemed hesitant. 


        “What’s he waiting for?” he
wondered.


        And then he understood. He was
waiting for the Seer to emerge from her temple and greet him as if
to authorize him to come to her… which she did. Her orange-hued
copper mask glinted in the sunlight. So much so, that looking at
her almost blinded Chtomio. Even though he wasn’t close, he could
see that the Seer’s arms and legs were firm. And those were not the
only firm parts of her body, the young prince noted. 


        The Seer’s musical voice floated up
to him from inside the gorge. “Greetings Violet Monarch, I was
expecting you.”


        “You knew I was coming?” asked the
Violet, surprised.


        “Ever since you decided to make
such a journey,” replied Sybilla in a grave tone.


        “Then you know the reason why I am
here,” he replied.


        “Indeed I do. The question is: do
you?”


        The Violet chrome hesitated for a
moment before answering, “Yes, I wish to know who should be my
successor. Isn’t that the reason?”


        Ah, so that’s why he came, thought
Sybilla. “You are worried about the future of your nation… that’s
the real reason.” She said, aloud. “But the future is like a
curtain. How and when it will be drawn back is uncertain. Changes
and choices depend not on one, but on many voices.”


        “So guide me, Seer for I am
confused.”


        As he heard her speak, Chtomio was
even more confused than the Violet leader. What in Adio’s name is
she saying? Is this how the Orange spoke? In riddles? He tried to
recall the few times he had heard them in Samaris, when they came
to sell their herds to the Reds. They mostly talked about meats and
salts. No riddles there. This Orange was obviously different. And
even though she spoke in a peculiar manner, he liked the cheerful
tone of her voice. 


        The Seer gestured for the monarch
to follow her inside the temple. Chtomio’s curiosity was such that
he decided he would risk going all the way down to both hear and
see what happened next.


        Chtomio carefully made his way down
to the gorge and sprinted over to the giant temple pillars. He hid
behind one of them and, luckily, the temple’s entrance was open so
he could hear what was being said inside. 


        The Seer stood in the center of the
temple, near a brazier. She waved her hands over the flame as if to
touch it, whispering words that Chtomio didn’t quite catch. She
then cast rune stones on a table and lowered her head to scrutinize
them carefully. The Violet Monarch observed her every move.


        “You are wandering aimlessly in
this search, tiring your body and your mind,” she said to him, “but
a fool you are not — merely to reality, blind.”


        “I know,” replied the Monarch
impatiently, “that’s why I am here, and why I made such a journey.
I need to make a decision soon. And in order to do this, I need to
understand the future.”


        Sybilla raised her arms and said:
“The future is already present and near you.”


        “You mean that my successor has
been traveling with me?”


        “I am but a messenger of the
goddesses. I can only repeat what they say. And now…” Sybilla’s
body shook as she concentrated. “And now the goddesses are saying
that you must open your eyes wide toward the sky. At first you’ll
be astonished, but then you’ll be able to see a rare
butterfly.”


        “A butterfly? I don’t understand,”
said the monarch.


        Neither do I, thought Chtomio.


        “It takes time to find meaning for
the words of the goddesses,” replied Sybilla patiently, “at the
right moment, you will see the light.” She always liked to finish
with that phrase. It left everyone with a ray of hope.


        She watched the Violet chrome leave
her, repeating her last words “… then I’ll be able to see a rare
butterfly.”


        Sybilla looked at her hands. They
were trembling. Her first seeker had been none other than the ruler
of another nation! But she felt satisfied that she had impressed
him. The many solstices spent in Crodya deceiving her sisters had
paid off. Now that she had also tricked the leader of another
nation, she felt invincible. 


        “Will you tell 
me my future?”


        She turned around and saw a new
chrome standing before her at the temple entrance, dressed in red.
“How did you…?” 
Take hold of yourself
Sybilla! “Who are you and why are you here?” She then said
in an imperious tone.


        “I thought you would tell me that,”
Chtomio replied.


        There was a hint of mockery in his
voice that irritated Sybilla. “Those who wish to fool others are
they themselves fools!” she thundered.


        “Funny, I would have said the same
thing about you,” rebutted Chtomio. “Well, aren’t you going to
invite me in?”


        She moved closer to where he stood.
Her scent reminded Chtomio of vanilla and roses. 


        “Let me tell you something,
chrome,” she hissed. “The Seer decides who she sees and who she
doesn’t. You cannot have her eyes just because you want them.”


        
In truth, I’d want something more
than just the eyes of the Seer, thought Chtomio admiring her
sleek, perfect body. 
What in Adio’s name is the matter
with me? She’s an Orange! He blushed inside his mask.


        “Er, look, I’m sorry we started off
on the wrong foot. Allow me to introduce myself.” He bowed and
said, “My name is Chtomio. I am heir to the throne of the Red
Kingdom.” And as he said this, he felt embarrassed at his own level
of pompousness. 
Heir to the throne? He had
never ever introduced himself as 
the heir to the throne.
His heart was pounding and… and the truth was that he really wanted
to impress her and be invited inside.


        “I know who you are!” snapped
Sybilla. She was about to let him in but then she fretted, 
Wait! What if he’s lying? What
are the odds of having two royals come visit me on the same day?
But then again, if the news of a new Seer has spread … what if he
is truly the heir to the Red throne? There was only one way
to find out.


        “Tell me, how is your father, the
King?”


        Chtomio stepped back. “You know…
my father?” he asked, surprised.


        “How could I not?” she said,
continuing her bluff.


        “Then, I must ask you. Will I
become like him?”


        His worried tone seemed sincere and
now he was completely at her mercy.


        “Come inside,” she said. Chtomio
followed her and removed his mask. When she turned around she saw
the face of a handsome male chrome staring at her with languid
eyes. His long blonde hair almost reached his broad shoulders. She
had never seen a male without a mask before. And she was quite sure
that she had never been this close to a male who was, more or less,
her own age. She felt her stomach flutter, something she had also
never experienced before. Maybe it was all this talk of
butterflies.


        “Are you going to remove your
mask?” asked Chtomio.


        She looked at him, unsure what to
do. Then, experiencing a sudden rush of boldness, she took off her
heavy mask, slowly, without losing eye contact.


        Chtomio watched Sybilla’s perfect,
oval face emerge. She had a small, delicate nose, and gorgeous,
wide set eyes. She placed the mask on the table and tossed back her
golden brown hair. To Chtomio, it was the most beautiful gesture a
female chrome could make. 


        Sybilla felt uneasy. Part of her
wanted this Red chrome to immediately go away and another part
wanted him to stay. 
Control yourself! She
reminded herself.


        “Your father is in you, as you are
in him,” she stated, “this cannot be undone.”


        “My father kills innocent chromes,”
growled Chtomio. “That is the reason why I left Samaris. I don’t
want to be like him! I’ll never be like him!”


        Sybilla was about to throw salt
into the fire, a trick she often used to gain more credibility
during her sessions in Crodya, but then she decided against it. She
really wanted to learn more about this chrome. “Tell me then, who
is it that you’d like to become,” she asked, gently.


        “I’d like to be a good ruler; a
fair ruler. I’d like to change the way chromes of different color
interact. I’d like more freedom from the Collective Laws. I’d like
peace and justice to be the guiding light for all rulers, not just
me.” Chtomio gazed earnestly into her eyes while he talked and
Sybilla remained impressed by his words. She had never heard
someone speak so candidly about all chromes and territories, not
just his own.


        “Those who seek noble goals shall
be rewarded,” she intoned. Their eyes met over the fire and
remained fixed on each other for a longer time than one would
expect.


        “Tell me, do you always speak this
way?” asked Chtomio.


        “I speak the way of the Seers,” she
replied. Her tone betrayed a slight uncertainty. And she was angry
with herself for this. She had never shown uncertainty with her
sisters. 


        “I meant, do you ever speak like a
normal female chrome?” he grinned.


        “I am not like other female
chromes.” Sybilla looked at him maliciously as she said it. 
What am I doing? What am I
saying?


        “Yes, I can see that,” said Chtomio
smiling.


        As much as she tried not to observe
him too much, Sybilla thought that the Red chrome had a nice,
sincere smile. For the first time in her life, a male chrome had
flattered her and she wasn’t used to it. “The day retreats and the
night approaches,” she commented as she returned the smile.


        “Then let tonight be special. Let
your goddesses sleep and leave you free until the sun rises
again.”


        “They never sleep,” she said
disappointed. “Now, let my eyes see your future.”


        “I’m all ears,” said Chtomio,
“although the sound I would like to hear first is that of your
name.”


        “Who I was does not matter. What
matters now is who I am. And I am the Seer.”


        “Well, it matters to me. So please,
Seer, make this chrome happy and tell him who it is that will
predict his future.”


        Her eyes were proud, but Chtomio
noticed another mischievous little smile on her face. “They called
me Sybilla,” she said softly.


        “Sybilla,” repeated Chtomio,
savoring the name like a precious wine, “What a beautiful
name.”


        Sybilla closed her eyes, pretending
to concentrate. “I see… that you are hungry from your long
journey.” She giggled.


        Then they both burst out laughing.
Throwing caution to the winds, she locked her arm in his, and led
him deeper inside the temple. 


        “Aren’t you afraid of being all
alone here?” Chtomio asked her genuinely worried. The thought of
this beautiful young chrome living all by herself in a decorated
cave made him sad. It was like giving someone a precious jewel and
then telling them they could never wear it. What a waste.


        “No, I have learned to live well
with solitude ever since I was young… as for fear, I have learned
to conquer it and not be conquered by it. Fear can win over the
strongest of chromes and the most powerful of kings if you let it
have its say.”


        The more he heard her speak, the
more Chtomio admired her. He was sure she was his age and yet it
seemed she had lived more life than he ever would. And to think
that all this time he had thought badly of the Orange!


        Sybilla guided him to the room
where she had recently discovered a larder. It was stuffed with dry
salted meats, kept cool by the stone shelves. The two young chromes
helped themselves to the food and returned to the main temple hall.



        Sybilla told Chtomio that the
temple had many rooms, all carved out of the cliff face. 


        “And you know them all?” asked
Chtomio.


        “Of course,” she lied. She didn’t
want to tell him that she had arrived only days before and that the
temple was still as much as a discovery to her as it was to him.
“Some rooms are full of gifts to past Seers, their old personal
belongings… things that go back for ages.”


        “Past Seers uh? So you’ll spend
your entire life here? Just like them?” asked Chtomio.


        Sybilla nodded.


        “What if you change your mind? What
if you get tired of this?”


        “Will you change your mind once you
become King of the Reds? Will you get tired of it?” rebutted
Sybilla.


        “No, I suppose not,” said Chtomio,
turning gloomy.


        Sybilla had been observing chromes’
expressions long enough to understand when something was wrong and
she quickly understood that talking about the Red Kingdom was a
touchy subject for her new friend, so she offered a
distraction.


        “Want to see some other chambers?”
She knew that by saying this she was breaking every rule conceived
for Seers but there was something about this chrome’s company… it
just felt right. 


        Chtomio nodded happily. Taking
Sybilla’s hand, he helped her up. 


        “You choose!” She laughed and
darted ahead of him. “I decree it as Seer. The room you choose will
give us a sign.”


        “Of what?” He cried, running after
her. 


        “I have no idea.” She shouted.
“Yet!”


        Sybilla led the young cadet on a
merry chase, deeper into the rock. It was a maze of roughly cut
hallways inside the cliff and Chtomio could see which rooms Sybilla
had already gone through, because she’d left their doors open. Some
of them had been carved out of the rock by chromes, but there were
also many natural caves whose doors were odd asymmetrical shapes
that had been custom built to cover their rocky entrances.


        Sybilla bolted ahead and Chtomio
lost her in the darkness. He paused to take out his flint and light
a torch. He admitted to himself that he really admired this bold
female, who ran like the wind, so sure-footed in the dark. Yes, he
concluded, a jewel such as her certainly would be put to much
better use seated by a ruler’s side for an entire nation to admire,
rather than locked away to be forgotten by all but a few old female
chromes.


        Chtomio took a good look at the
door his torch revealed. “Sybilla!” He called, his voice echoing
throughout the underground passages. 


        “Address me as Seer!” her voice
echoed back.


        “Seer… I’ve made my choice!” He
heard the sound of her approaching footsteps. When she reached his
side he held up his torch. The light revealed two entwining
feathers, surrounded by precious stones that had been cut to
resemble eggs. “What do you make of this?”


        Sybilla looked at the door, aghast.
She knew exactly what the feathers symbolized: The dreaded pygma!
She glanced at Chtomio, blushing and ready to berate him, but there
was no missing the genuine look of ignorance she read in his
features. “It’s… mm… a symbol of chastity.” She stammered.


        Chtomio chuckled. “I hope that’s
not what fate has in store for me.” He pushed open the door and
bowed. “After you, Milady.” Sybilla held her head high and entered
the room.


        To her relief, there were no
embarrassing carvings or birthing instruments that revealed what
the symbol truly meant. Instead, the room was empty save for a
simple wood table, upon which rested two boxes and a scale. “This
is getting very interesting.” Said Chtomio. The pair approached the
table. “What now?” He asked. He moved to open a box but Sybilla
instinctively put out a hand.


        “Wait!” She said. An idea niggled
at her brain. The idea of showing off her ‘oracular powers’ was
irresistible. “I don’t think you’re supposed to look inside the
boxes. You’re supposed to reach your hand in and blindly pull
something out.”


        “I don’t think so! Something bad
could be hiding in there. What if I get bit by an Orange dart
adder?” Chtomio said. 


        “Oh my, what a whimpering little
sister you are,” Sybilla teased. She reached inside the box nearest
her and felt around – quickly. Her hand brushed something round and
metallic. She pulled it out. To her surprise it was a small
crown.


        “Odd.” Said Chtomio. “You’re not a
royal.”


        Not to be outdone in bravery,
Chtomio stuck his own hand inside his box and withdrew…. a tiny
mannequin.


        Sybilla and Chtomio examined it.
The little puppet had been crafted out of wool and was rather
heavy, having been stuffed with sand. It wore a multicolor outfit
of Red, Green, Orange, Black, Yellow, Blue and Violet. “It’s a
Harlequin.” Sybilla declared in disgust.


        “What a smug devil.” Chtomio said,
delighted by its mischievous painted expression. “But look, the
mask he wears is red. I wonder what that means?”


        “Have you ever seen real
Harlequins?” Sybilla asked.


        “No, although I hear some are found
and killed on the spot in other territories,” Chtomio said. 


        Sybilla stifled a smile. “Well I
hope you never get to meet one; they say they are demons.”


        Chtomio and Sybilla gazed at each
other. Unspoken, they moved as one to place their objects on the
scale. The pans moved up and down but then settled, perfectly
balanced. “The Harlequin should weigh more than the crown.” Chtomio
said. “Obviously, this scale is broken.”


        Sybilla removed the objects and
replaced them with two of her rings. One had a heavy sapphire; the
other was a delicate fretwork of pearls. The scale immediately
became unbalanced, reflecting the proper disproportion of their
weights. Chtomio raised an eyebrow at Sybilla.


        She shrugged. “I honestly don’t
know.” She repeated. But they both did… on some level. Chtomio took
her hand and they quietly left the room. “Feathers… what a strange
choice for a chastity symbol.” Chtomio remarked, as they passed by
the door.


        They walked back to the main hall
and exited the temple.


        “It is a dark night,” said Chtomio,
looking up at the heavens. 


        “And cold too,” added Sybilla, also
looking at the sky.


        “I’ll probably get lost in this
maze of canyons,” the young prince said, trying his best to be
dramatic.


        Sybilla smiled and turned to him:
“You can sleep in one of the chambers for the night, if that’s what
you are asking.”


        Chtomio turned to face her as well
and his grin spoke more than a thousand words. 


        “I’ll be gone with the new day. I
promise!” he reassured her as they re-entered the temple. 


        But Chtomio’s promise was quickly
forgotten by both the next morning. They began their day just where
they had left it the night before, visiting the insides of the
temple, talking, laughing and having time pass by amusing each
other as if they were the only two chromes in the territories. They
never bothered to put their masks back on. And at the end of each
day, either Chtomio or Sybilla made up some weak excuse for why the
Red prince shouldn’t leave. Soon, they felt so comfortable in each
other’s company their excuses stopped. Their connection had been
instant and it was hard for them to believe they had not known each
other all their lives. 


        On the seventh day, their spell was
interrupted by a gruff voice, shouting outside the temple. 


        “Chtomio! Your Highness! Are you
here?”


        It was a familiar voice to Chtomio:
The Red captain. Chtomio quickly donned his mask and hastened
outside. The captain dismounted from his horse and Chtomio saw he
was accompanied by two Ashi soldiers. They knelt when they saw
him.


        “How did you find me?” asked
Chtomio, surprised and worried at the same time. After all, he had
deserted his duty.


        “I bring bad news, Your Highness.
Your father… he is dead,” replied the captain in a grave tone.



        “My father dead? What are you
talking about?” said Chtomio feeling suddenly dizzy.


        “Unfortunately, it is true. And
now, all of Samaris eagerly awaits your return… the return of their
new king.”
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Chtomio still shocked, felt disoriented. “Father…” Then he
turned toward Sybilla, who had just exited the temple. “Did you…
know of his death?”



        She shook her head. For the first
time since she could remember, she did not want to give a deceptive
response. Chtomio leaned on one of the pillars and turned to the
Captain.


        “Did he suffer?” he asked.


        “They told me he passed away while
sleeping; that is all I know.”


        “When exactly did he die?”


        “Two days ago. The Council has
decided to bury him tomorrow at dusk. Therefore, we don’t have much
time.”


        “I shall decide when and where to
bury my father, not the Council!”


        “All the more reason to leave now,
Your Majesty.” Then, turning to one of his soldiers, he fired off a
command: “Finian, bring the King’s horse!”


        Chtomio felt a slow rage build up
inside him. He was angry with the Council. He was angry with his
father for leaving him like this. But most of all, he was angry
with himself for not having been there for the king in his time of
need. He had never been close to his father, but he did have
unfinished matters with the king of Samaris and that included
asking him why he had chosen to rule the way he did. What had
driven him to such cruelty?


        “I wish you a safe journey back
home, Red king,” said Sybilla. She felt sorry for Chtomio, but the
sadness went deeper then that. She felt sorry for herself too,
because she knew she would never see him again.


        Before mounting his horse, Chtomio
took Sybilla’s hand and whispered: “I will return… for you.”
Together with the other Reds, he quickly made his way through the
narrow passage that led out of the Orange mountains.


         




        ––-


         




        Chtomio was convinced the gods were
against him and he hated them for it. First he had lost his best
friend Keiran, and now his father. He felt a sense of loneliness
pervade him. His head was spinning. The fact that his father had
died and that he would become a king, or rather, that he already
was the king, only made him uneasy — even though it was something
he had often longed for. 


        He had never dealt with the court,
or with the Council for that matter. He despised them and their old
ways; their arrogance and blindness to the world outside Samaris.
And then his thoughts turned to Sybilla. Her eyes had still been
fixed upon him when he’d turned in his saddle for his own last
look, and were filled with tears. He felt desperate and would have
gladly stayed with her, but he knew it was impossible. He
remembered what the 
Parabathai warrior Turan
had told him — how she would have died for Coon, her companion,
and he wondered whether he would ever be as strong as a 
Parabathai warrior if he
had to sacrifice himself for someone else. He felt he could do so
for someone like Sybilla, for now he understood the 
Parabathai’s remarkable
devotion… And then, something else dawned on him.


        “Captain, if I’m the king, why have
you come here without the royal guard? Where are the
Parabathai?”


        The captain didn’t answer.


        “Captain?”


        “I’m just obeying orders, Your
Majesty.”


        “What orders? By whom?”


        “Everything shall be explained back
in Samaris,” replied the captain coldly.


        Perhaps it was fate, or instinct,
or maybe it was the tone of the captain’s response. The fact of the
matter was that Chtomio’s reaction changed his life forever. “I am
the king now, captain! And if I ask you a question, by Adio, you
will answer me!”


        The captain stopped his horse,
taken aback by Chtomio’s commanding voice. “You’re not my king.
You’re a weakling who couldn’t even kill a Janis.”


        Chtomio’s words were as sharp as
swords. “When we get back to Samaris, I’m going to make sure that
awful hunt never takes place again. 
After I relieve you of
your command.”


        “The truth is you will be the
shortest-lived king in our history,” the captain said. He
unsheathed his sword and his two soldiers did the same. “I’m sure
you would’ve figured this out, soon enough. You’re a clever one,
I’ll give you that,” he continued. “The Council saw your father’s
death as an opportunity to infuse new blood into the monarchy, but
they don’t have the guts to do it themselves, in Samaris. So they
asked me to do their dirty work instead. Like I always do.”


        He urged his horse toward Chtomio.
“But I will do this kill with pleasure. And I shall tell everyone
that I found our poor prince, already dead, probably murdered by
Black chromes. This way they can bury you and your father,
together.”


        Chtomio unsheathed his sword.


        “Stupid pup!” Said the captain.
“You think you can take me?”


        Instead of answering, Chtomio
hurled his blade at the captain with all his might. It struck home
and stabbed the traitor in his left arm. Then he turned his horse
around and galloped back to the Seer’s temple. 


        Sybilla heard her name echoing
throughout the chasm. 


        “Sybilla! Sybilla!”


        She instinctively sensed danger,
but like any proud Orange sister, Sybilla was a hunter before she
was a seer. And a hunter is never a prey. She ran inside the cave
and fetched her bow and arrows. Then she hid behind one of the
large pillars and took aim at the horsed chrome coming her way.
Only it was… Chtomio!


        “Sybilla!” cried Chtomio. “They’re
after me! Hide in the temple!”


        Sybilla saw the other three chasing
Chtomio and was momentarily confused. Wasn’t he their king? What
was happening? 


        “Get down from your horse or I will
make this more painful than you can imagine!” yelled the captain.
“Your female friend won’t help you. She’s smart enough to know this
doesn’t concern her.”


        In response, an arrow whizzed
toward them and hit Finian in the neck. The Red chrome slid off his
horse, dead before he hit the ground. The other guard also didn’t
have the time to dodge a second arrow that pierced his armor and
went right through his heart. In a surprising move, the captain
jumped off his horse and quickly hid behind several rocks.


        “Sybilla!” shouted Chtomio. He
began to run in her direction. 


        “Don’t move!” she cried out from
behind the pillar.


        “I made a mistake!” the captain
yelled. “He’s an impostor! He killed the real Prince Chtomio and
took his robes and mask. That’s why we came after him.”


        “That’s not true, Sybilla!” shouted
Chtomio. He was standing in the middle of the chasm and felt like a
sitting duck. On one side there was Sybilla with her bow and on the
opposite side, hiding behind rocks, was the captain who was only
waiting for the right moment to go after him.


        “Just let me take him back to
Samaris!” yelled the captain to Sybilla. “The Council will decide
who is lying and who isn’t! This is not your concern.”


        “He wants to kill me, Sybilla!
Don’t listen to him!” cried Chtomio.


        “The Red Kingdom will be very
grateful to you, Orange Seer!” shouted the captain. Sybilla noted,
however, that his voice had changed direction. She couldn’t see
where he was but he was clearly on the move. She looked around for
anything that would give the Red chrome’s position away.


        “Can you see where he is, Chtomio?”
she called.


        Chtomio shook his head. Then,
moving slowly where the two dead soldiers lay on the ground, he
said, “I’m going to take a sword.”


        “Don’t!” she ordered pointing an
arrow towards him. “Stay where you are!”


        “Sybilla, you have to believe me!”
pleaded Chtomio.


        But she didn’t know whether she
could trust him or not. What if he had lied to her? 
The heart deceives what the sight
receives. How ironic that her brain should conjure up one of
her own false predictions in her own time of need, she thought.


        “Sybilla, look out!” Chtomio
yelled.


        Sybilla felt as if a boulder had
landed on her back and sent her sprawling onto the ground. But this
rock had arms and legs. It was the captain, who had quickly and
silently moved behind the rocks and had reached Sybilla from
behind. The captain grabbed her weapons and she felt another sharp
pain as a large hand pulled her hair so hard, she thought her neck
was going to snap and break. She felt a cold blade below her chin
and knew she was going to die. 


        At that moment, she heard a loud
thump. Chtomio had thrown a rock with great aim at her attacker,
hitting him on his head. The captain let go of Sybilla’s hair and
she twisted out of his grasp. She ran towards Chtomio and he
embraced her tight, as if this was the most natural thing for him
to do. She closed her arms around him and buried her head in his
chest. “Are you hurt?” he asked.


        She shook her head. “I’m sorry,”
she said.


        “Don’t be,” he whispered, “I owe
you my life.”


        “I owe you mine,” she told him.


        “Come on, Your Majesty! Let’s see
what you’ve got!” The challenge came from the captain as he
struggled to his feet. He shook his head to clear it and then
advanced on them like a beast intent on cornering its prey. Chtomio
still held the sword firmly in his hand. “You nobles are all
worthless. If it was up to me, I’d kill you all!” The captain
spat.


        Chtomio didn’t speak. His eyes were
focused on the captain. On his wounded arm. He was bigger and
taller than Chtomio, but Chtomio’s body was as agile as a cat’s.



        The captain unsheathed a war hammer
and took a good swing, but Chtomio was quick enough to dodge the
blow. “You will die today, Chtomio,” he hissed. The captain made a
second lunge and this time Chtomio barely dodged the blunt iron
head of the weapon. His sword caught the war hammer handle but the
captain easily deflected the blow, knocking Chtomio off balance. He
fell and lost his sword.


        “See how easy it was?” the captain
guffawed. He flipped his war hammer around and aimed its deadly
pommel spike at the Prince. Then he advanced again, determined to
run Chtomio through.


        Chtomio’s anger tore through him
faster than a lightning strike. He would not die today, regardless
of what the gods had decided. His fists clenched dry rusty earth.
Just as the captain hunkered back to stab him, Chtomio threw the
dust at his mask. For one brief moment, the captain’s hammer
vacillated in the air, granting Chtomio the seconds he needed to
kick his opponent in the stomach and topple him. Chtomio quickly
grabbed his sword and bore down on the Captain with all his weight.



        “Aaaahhh!” His battle cry
reverberated with the untamed anger of his eighteen solstices. He
felt his sword plunge all the way through the captain’s chest,
scraping his ribs, and ripping open a gaping hole in the traitorous
chrome’s back. The captain’s body jerked and twisted beneath him.
He waited until the captain was still before rising, his energy
spent. His hands were full of blood but he remained surprisingly
calm. He had killed with a coldness he did not realize he
possessed, until now. 


        Sybilla came close and they both
stared at the body on the ground. “I don’t understand. Why were
they after you?” she asked.


        “Evidently some red nobles didn’t
like me, or my father,” he said still shocked for what had just
happened.


        “What will you do now?”


        “Return to Samaris,” he answered
resolutely, “bury my father, and then destroy the Council for
starters.”


        Sybilla nodded. How stupid of her
to even think that… that…


        “But I can’t go back alone,” added
Chtomio. “I need someone by my side; someone who is not afraid;
someone that can take risks…”


        “What kind of risks?”


        “All sorts, but most importantly
the risk of being queen to chromes of a different color.”


        Sybilla felt a sudden warmth tinge
her cheeks. “You know different colors can’t mingle,” she said.


        “Then why is it that the Orange mix
with the Yellow? What’s the difference?”


        Such a simple question, and yet she
didn’t know the answer. It was funny how she had never questioned
this age old custom herself. Yet, notwithstanding this, she wanted
to give him a thousand reasons why it would never work between them
and yet all she could think of - all she could feel - was that
being with Chtomio was the only thing that mattered to her. Even
more than being a Seer.


        “Are you sure this is what you
want?” She asked, “An odd prophetess as your companion?”


        “No,” he replied, “not an Orange
Seer, but a new Red Queen.”


        “This way you will deceive your
subjects. And I no longer want to deceive anyone.”


        “My subjects already live in a
kingdom of deceit. The more I live, the more I see that it is
spreading like a disease. It is not we two that are in the wrong,
Sybilla. It’s everything else that feels wrong. And we need to
change that, not us.”


        As she looked at him, she knew that
her heart had already said yes the first moment she’d laid eyes on
him. Also, the powerful truth of his words was something she had
known since she was young, but had failed to articulate until now.
All this time she thought she had outsmarted her fate, but in
reality it was the other way around. She felt the earth slip out
from under her but Chtomio’s strong arms grabbed her before she
fell.


        “Are you alright?” he asked,
worried.


        “Yes. For the first time in my
life, I truly am alright.”


                                           
                                   They both removed their masks
and their kiss became as urgent as life itself.


      


    


  




  

    

      

        
                        49. A Dance Of Colors
                    


        
                        
                    


      


      

        
  
“Before Sybilla rode off with Chtomio, she left a cryptic
message for the Orange sisters to choose a new Seer, for she had
been taken up by the goddesses to dwell with them.” Thalassino
chuckled. Now he was done with his story and tired from its
telling. 



        “What did you think of my history
lesson, Cestia?” He asked. “Had your father told you nothing about
his past?”


        I kept my mouth shut. Since I was
more familiar with Cestia’s temperament than Thalassino, I knew she
would need time to absorb what Danayd’s lover had just revealed.
Her expression betrayed her true emotions, but her voice was cold
as ice when, in an attempt to avoid the truth, she spoke in an
accusatory manner: “What are you saying, Thalassino, that my father
had an Orange lover before meeting my mother?”


        “No, I’m saying that Sybilla 
was your mother.”


        “Nonsense! My mother’s name was
Ceicnei and she certainly wasn’t an Orange.”


        “Your mother changed her name
before setting foot in Red territory. Just like your father changed
his name from Chtomio to Quadrio because of the crown.”


        She looked at him and then looked
at me. She whispered, “I can’t believe this, Asheva…”


        “It’s hard for me to believe as
well,” I commented, “Just as much as it’s hard to believe that
Danayd was a Red. How did he manage to be accepted by the Violets
as their leader?”


        “I told you, Danayd is a
chameleon,” replied Thalassino. “But that’s another story
entirely.”


        “Now I understand why Ewy wanted me
to be their guiding sister,” Cestia said, still reflecting on
Sybilla’s story. “And it must be why my father brought me to the
temple of the Orange after my mother died.”


        “Yes,” said Thalassino “Your father
was very fond of your mother and he suffered a lot when she passed
away. He often told my Magnificent that his queen was like a blood
orange — orange on the outside and red within — the most precious
of fruits.”


        “How do you know all this?” she
asked him. 


        “Chtomio and Danayd remained good
friends throughout their lives. And the fact that both became
leaders of two great nations only strengthened their ties.” He
responded. Then, turning to me, he said: “That’s why Chtomio
brought you into the Violet territory after your escape from Ayas.
He knew you’d be safe there, among friends. And that’s why we knew
all about you before you even set foot in Papylia.”


        “So it turns out, that in these
woefully divided territories of ours, the Collective Laws have been
written… only to be discarded,” I mused. “The previous Red queen
was an Orange, the ruler of the Violets is a Red, and Cestia is
half Orange. I wouldn’t be surprised if we discover that the Green
are Black!”


        “The Green aren’t Black, my
Harlequin friend,” replied Thalassino, “but there is one Black that
isn’t Black at all, in this dance of colors we’ve been compelled to
perform.”


        “Who?” I asked.


        “The son of Adina, the Red Janis…
Nomius!”


         




        *********


        
  

    

      


    
  



        
  

    
The stage is set for the final
showdown in Axyum where good and evil will blend just like the
colors of the Territories! Don’t miss Book 6, the final book of The
Red Harlequin Series! Coming soon!
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The Red Harlequin Graphic Novels
  



  
The graphic novel adaptation of the best selling fantasy
series is finally here! The first two volumes of the graphic novel
series are already on sale.
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Volume 1 The Black Nation
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Volume 2 The Wheel of Chance






  

    
2016: Stories From The Near Future
  



  

  
A collection of short stories from the not too distant
future.



  
What if social networks suddenly turned from inclusive to
exclusive? Where is all the huge amount of data that we produce
daily going to be stored? Will we become virtually eternal? All
this and more in 2016! A humorous (and slightly dark) view of the
year ahead! 



  

Parablu 



  

Level 10 




  
    Sweet Dreams Inc.
  
 


  
In the year 2016… 



  
…Anamast, a leading Search Engine Corporation, will sponsor
an innovative virtual school program for children of all ages. But
alas, innovation does not come without minor collateral damages.
Fortunately Anamast will have a solution for that too: a blue
liquid called 

Parablu. 



  
…All social networks will merge into one and become known as
Society. Society will stop being inclusive and start being
exclusive. Users will be associated with a Level to define their
personal and professional status. Changing one’s profile will
become almost impossible unless you are able to take part in the
nation’s favorite game show: 

Level 10. 



  
…

Sweet Dreams Inc.
will be the market leader for “virtual transfers”,
consisting in the physical termination of human beings and in the
migration of their existence onto the corporation’s servers, making
their customers virtually yours, forever.


 




  
The Return
  

    


  



  
Daniel is an American expat living in Italy. After a business
deal gone sour, he loses himself in the Italian Summer where he
will confront his past and find the way to make amends with his
present. The Return takes the reader on an emotional road trip from
Milan to Florence to Spoleto through the critical and passionate
eye of its author.



  

    


  



  

    
Game Theory - Level 1
  



  
John Di Garda, an American residing in London, has just lost
his job. Reading through the paper, he is intrigued by a curious
ad:



  





  

    
Volunteers wanted for an
alternate reality experiment.

The most intense, real life game experience you will ever
have.

Ready to play?
    


    


  



  
John is ready to play but as he soon discovers, the game he
will play, is one between life and death. 



From a bomb scare near Buckingham Palace, for which he will
be the prime suspect, to the kidnapping of his girlfriend, John
begins to unfold a surreal world which seems to rotate all around
him. 



Game Theory. Let the game begin. 
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